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Every future has dirty roots.

Marooned in the galactic backwaters of the HardCell company, colonist Runt struggles to eke out an existence on a newly-terraformed tropical planetoid. Since his clone-wife died on entry, he’s been doing the work of two on his failing protein farm. Overworked and undersized, Runt’s dwindling hope of earning corporate citizenship has turned to fear of violent “retirement.”

When an overdue crate of provisions crashes on his beach, Runt searches frantically for a replacement wife among the tools and food. Instead he gets Ox, a mute hulk who seems more like a corporate assassin than a simple offworld farmer.

Shackwacky and near-starving, Runt has no choice but to work with his silent partner despite his mounting paranoia and the unsettling appeal of Ox’s genetically altered pheromones. Ox plays the part of the gentle giant well, but Runt’s still not convinced he hasn’t arrived with murder in mind.

Between brutal desire and the seeds of a relationship, Runt’s fears and Ox’s inhuman past collide on a fertile world where hope and love just might have room to grow.


For the Goodreads M/M crew who cleared the Soil.

For Poppy who planted the Seed. 

For Brita who held back the Thorns. 

For Emily who plucked the Bloom.
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Transport delivered his murderer at sundown.

Runt had been semi-starving for three weeks when he returned to his habitat and found the huge cargo container in a shallow crater in the sand.

Hallelujah!

He might have missed it ’til morning, but coming back from the eelbeds, he almost stepped on a bold crab scuttling toward the turquoise water and dragging a shiny mealpak in its claw. Runt gave a whoop of relief and rescued the food from the startled, spiny thief.

Without even rinsing off the day’s grit, Runt popped the recovered mealpak and sucked the nutrient paste. Wasn’t like anyone could see him out here except the eels offshore and the insects yattering in the palm trees. Facing the broiling suns on the horizon, he turned to jog up the beach in search of the fresh provisions.

Runt’s prefab habitat sat tucked under a steep rock wall in view of the cove that provided some windbreak; the cargo had been dumped about twelve meters away on the slope down to the cove. The long crater around the container indicated the drop-ship hadn’t even slowed as it passed.

“Thank you!” His shout echoed off the pumice cliff. Knobjobs.

The container itself had split at one corner, but the contents remained intact thanks to the impact-foam. Runt had gone hungry too many weeks to complain. If he couldn’t get this bitch open any other way, he’d hack in with the submachete.

Food. Real food and gear. Runt almost passed out in relief.

At least he’d brought an industrial weapon with him. He stabbed the sand with the submachete and left the blade there, freeing his hands to dig out the treasure buried inside this overdue shipment. And her?

Runt bent over the keypad on the undamaged end of the cargo, and with a calloused finger, he tapped in his farm code. Hisssss—a meter-long panel sighed open on the container’s side and fell into the hot sand.

Please let her be pleasant to look at.

Dispatch had wedged mealpaks and canisters and paraphernalia into every centimeter of the container and braced them in impact-foam for interstellar transport.

Hands shaking, Runt dug his calloused fingers into the dense padding and peeled off a thick strip. Reaching inside, he grabbed a handle and hefted out a tank of phytoplankton.

I’m saved. She saved me.

At a meter and a half high, the container stood almost as tall as he did and so jam-packed Runt had to haul out a few crates to gauge the contents. Atop a barrel of acid, a folded smart-net sat ready for action. Throw that in the ocean and it would go find dinner for him! So much cargo . . . Since when did the HardCell suits take pity on anyone?

He tunneled back through padding and packages with hope in his heart. His stomach hummed pleasantly around the rich meal after being empty so long, but food wasn’t what he was looking for.

C’mon, c’mon! Where is she?

Dispatch always tossed in a few pretend-we-give-a-shit extras: candy and dice and lubricant, shiny gewgaws to keep the terraformers from getting shackwacky.

Something glowed faintly and he barked in relief, wrenching fistfuls of transport foam free to expose a tray of specimen tubes that just might save his ass.

Bee-moths! The new design!

His heart hammered. These little beauties had made it all the way to this crappy system in Andromeda from HardCell’s labs. The biodesigners spliced moths with bumblebee DNA to groom and pollinate vegetation, but rarely replaced them. Freed of the packing and woken by the tropical warmth, striped caterpillars glowed pale lavender in the shadows of the container. His crops would be saved in time!

As if handling lace coral, Runt extracted the tube trays in slow motion and set them in the shade until he could take them to the hive for hatching by the digital queen.

He knew it was foolish, but the fresh moths planted hope in him. Again he tunneled into the provisions looking for the woman and found more mealpaks, food tanks.

He shook his head in wonder. All this had to be a mistake at the depot. Schmuck’s luck. At least he wouldn’t starve this season.

Runt peeled away the cushion of impact-foam that had cradled the phosphorescent grubs and a tub of biotic lotion. Beneath, he found a bigger surprise from Dispatch: an old oversized life-support duffel big enough to hold a cow. For one moment he expected to discover his new mate, but when he unzipped the case a few centimeters, he found a lumpy four-meter roll of mirror-bright flex-canvas to wrap his habitat against tsunami and scavengers. Help had finally arrived.

Hope made him stupid. He should have unpacked and unrolled it first thing, but in his eagerness he skipped it. HardCell must’ve sent the tarp as a wedding present.

Maybe someone loves me. Maybe this is a dowry.

HardCell, the conglomerate that owned Runt’s contract, had marooned him here in the middle of an alien ocean a year and a bit ago, long enough that his bare feet had leather soles, and his skin didn’t burn anymore. His bosses had shipped him to terraform remote planetoid HD10307-E in Andromeda almost as soon as they’d extracted their seismologists and genetic engineers. They’d altered its orbit to increase daylight, melted its ice into freshwater oceans, and dumped a few patented life forms into them to fight and fuck.

Like the ads blared: HardCell means business!

Runt’s farmstead covered a small patch of a hundred-acre volcanic landmass that looked like a disk with a wide bite taken out of it. Almost a month ago, a storm had ravaged the island’s little cove, and he still hadn’t finished repairing the devastation. A fuck-awful night, that: ground lightning striking the curdled sky and his walls split in two places.

Worse, the sky had thrown back a bolt of charged ions and obliterated Runt’s hive-shed; for two nights after the tempest, thousands of bright bee-moths drifted on the tides as they tried and failed to fight their way back to the farmstead. The air had smelled like burnt ozone for a week.

Some genius goofs, grunts pay the price. Business as usual.

Once HardCell finished fine-tuning the climate, the storms would cease and the planetoid would stabilize like every other corporate combine: islands of fertile dirt and brackish oceans, perfect for eel-ranching and irrigation. In the meantime, Runt had patched his habitat as best he could and hunkered down. Losing the moths had ruined his meager harvest and he’d started rationing to be safe.

Then—blam—this loaded container: twelve cubic meters of salvation. With his shitty harvest stats, Runt knew he should feel grateful, and yet . . . Stepping over that big rolled tarp, he cleared a path through the supplies to the back of the container.

A few of his requests were missing like always, but he’d gotten his essentials and more: eight crates of spirulina pellets, six barrels of desiccated vegetable cubes, clean worksuits, a case of bright pink Soyshimi, fresh medkits, new tools, two pairs of sea boots twice his size, even some fresh holo-porn from the company’s sex resorts.

Thank fuck.

HardCell hadn’t supplied this much when they’d hired him. In his head, he logged the contents quickly as he shuttled packages onto the warm beach.

That silvery weatherproofing for his habitat would change his life. With luck, this one would be reflective enough to cover the entire habitat against the blinding double daylight and drop the temperature inside by at least thirty degrees.

Still no wife. Yet.

His stomach growled at the nearness of all those nutrients. For the first time in his life, saliva pooled in his mouth at the thought of the “tasty” mealpak paste. Hunched inside the cool darkness of the transport container, he devoured another two mealpaks, forcing himself to go slowly and licking even the odor off his stiff mustache.

With a beggar’s wisdom, he chose textures and entrees he loathed (curry and pickled tongue) to save the good stuff. His taste buds exploded. In seconds, he had new favorite cuisines and let himself lick the wrapper to get at every speck.

Now sated, Runt climbed out, blinking at the sudden brightness, and shuffled the supplies into piles: edibles for his habitat cook-space and the meds, new blades, and lotion for the wash-space and auto-privy. Hammergun and seed to the greenhouse, pipe and plasticrete and cubes of krill to the shed, the stasis canisters of eel pups to the brood tanks. He continued to pluck the massive supply container clean, not wanting to waste anything Dispatch might have sent to help him not die out here. Even the packing would prove useful.

Terraforming was lonely work, but at the end of a seven-year tour, Runt’d own a stake in the farm he’d built here on the edge of nowhere and become a voting HardCell shareholder. Building a planet gave you a head start on the other knobjobs. 

They were building paradise. Or he was.

What Runt really needed was his new clone bride. Odd’s Gods! Eighteen months of masturbation didn’t breed too many brats to help at harvest. Even if it primed the pump.

Far as Runt knew, assigned mates were one of the only perks of terraforming. Runt knew he was too small and too rough to court a real civilized bride, but he’d be able to charm whatever fertile female they cooked up for him, no matter how ugly or ill-tempered. Clone spouses were engineered for compatibility.

No wife yet. Still, the lavish provisions eased his let-down.

Runt cracked his neck and decided to store the crates of food first. Thankfully, the past year had packed so much sinew onto his compact frame that he could manage alone. It was grunting, sweaty work, even with the suns throwing long, low shadows.

This was three times the produce the transport pricks had dropped last time. Odd. He’d almost starved last season. As he hauled a hundred kilos of mealpaks and food tanks from the shore and into the habitat cook-space, he moved at the rhythm set by his heart thumping in his ears. Silent work came easily now. He had stopped talking to himself after about six months because it made him feel even crazier.

HardCell always placed cofarmers in mated pairs for safety and entertainment, but Runt’s original partner had died on entry. She had vaporized inside the cheap delivery pods used by space freighters for dropping non-sentient cargo. Some blind date, huh? From lifemate to hot dust before he’d even laid eyes on her. Just his fucking luck. And just hers, apparently.

Trouble was, no replacement wife (or explanation) had arrived. Runt hadn’t seen another sentient being in months. There were terraformers posted on other islands, of course, but in a year and a half he’d not met one.

The geologists had scattered landmasses carefully across these roiling seas; HardCell Corporation discouraged any kind of contact or conversation that might lead to discontent or unionization. Planetoid HD10307-E was to be an agricultural combine harvesting high-yield produce and protein that would feed HardCell employees as far away as Algol.

The cooler air inside his Spartan habitat made sorting easier. With work-numb arms, Runt hummed tunelessly to himself as he slid canisters and paks into the bare cook-space shelves. The pearly overhead lights made the candy-bright packaging shimmer in his dirty hands.

Little by little, the heap of provisions on the habitat floor vanished into orderly rows in the cook-space. Runt vibrated with bone-deep relief at seeing his molded shelves full of nutrients again.

The bee-moths! Shit.

Twilight had become a double sunset while he was indoors. Bathed in the salmon glow, he jogged to the cracked container and rescued the shimmering caterpillars for safekeeping indoors.

Until he rebuilt the hive, their tubes went in his sleep-space, the only one that hadn’t sustained storm damage. He’d have to rig a new hatchery first. Until then, best to be cautious. Feeling wise, he rewarded himself with a quick mouthful of dry tofu-bacon, chewing as he stepped back under the smoldering suns to tackle the gear. His sweat rinsed the dust off him. It took him an hour to sort and snack until his belly was full, the beach clear, and the transport container nearly scooped clean.

A meter from the crate, the creamy heap of foam shreds shrank as wildlife swiped it to line nests. By morning it would be gone. Frankly, Runt appreciated the cleanup, and the biodegradable padding would only help the island’s ecosystem.

Finally, only the architectural tarp remained inside the container, probably three meters long across its floor. Runt grabbed the handle at one end of the sack with a rough hand and dragged the dense silvery roll onto the sand.

Chance’s pants, it was heavy! Starvation had withered some of his muscle.

The smaller sun was coming down and night bugs were chittering in the brush. He decided to leave the fabric for daylight so he could check it for parasites. If rats or millipedes had hidden in its folds, he didn’t want them catching him barehanded.

Runt had almost turned toward the habitat when the huge bundle jerked and curled like a monstrous metallic worm.

“Fuck!”

Runt’s shout sent a few surviving moths fluttering from the bluish palm trees. He fell to the ground and scrabbled back on his ass toward the heavy-duty submachete still planted nearby. Noisy, but the only accessible weapon.

The resurfacing tarp moved again, a wriggle all along its length, something packed alongside the fabric.

Alive.

Something alive stuffed inside the sack.

What the hell could be that big?

Hogs, dogs, humans . . .

I’m dead.

His recruiter had warned him that, if he didn’t meet their terraform schedule, forcible termination was likely. Fuck. His numbers were shit and he was behind schedule.

I’m a dead man.

After a scant eighteen months, they’d finally sent his retirement plan in a corporate Trojan Horse, the cracked container packed with nibbles, and he’d fallen for it like a hungry idiot.

HardCell means business.

Runt realized HardCell had sent a new pair of terraformers stashed in foam to retire and replace him. Duh. Runt was undersized and had been trapped working solo.

All that’s their food.

Legs braced to pounce, Runt gripped the whirring submachete and circled the enormous squirming life-support duffel. He could see big angled bumps like limbs inside straining hard at the closure.

The reflective packaging moved again and one of its occupants gave a bass groan. Transport anesthesia wearing off. With a tearing sound, the flex-wrap split, and one gigantic hairy arm clawed at the sand a moment as Runt’s assassin struggled free from the life-support sack and the silvered fabric.

A man, large enough to be two people, but no mate. 

Because he’s too oversized to share a stasis sleeve.

Huge. Naked. Drugged. Alone.

Runt goggled in confusion as the superhuman body squirmed out of the shiny canvas like a colossal larva to flop on the sand and gulp the briny air.

I sat on him. I ate a mealpak sitting on my executioner.

Runt circled nearer, submachete by his side with the safety off. He took a step. He took another one.

Still shivering from the drugs and the bruising impact, the strapping stranger didn’t react. He twitched and curled on the hot ground, heaving.

Fuck, he’s huge. Runt took another wary step. He’s a fucking mutant.

The stranger unfolded his limbs and rolled onto his side. His bulging arms were longer than Runt’s legs. His broad back was a shifting wall of muscle over a high, square ass. His flaccid penis hung like some kind of blunt trunk.

Runt knew he had about a thirty-second window as the transport tranquilizers wore off. If he was going to kill his replacement, this was the only moment. The submachete whirred softly in Runt’s calloused hand a few centimeters above the ground as he crept.

Closer . . . closer.

Runt’s mouth hardened into a scowl under his salt-stiff mustache. If he slaughtered this circus clone now, he could claim the goon had died on entry like his long-lost wife.

Do it.

The groggy giant gasped and spat, then rolled onto all fours, his head hanging. He shuddered, and drool ran from his mouth. He had close-cropped tawny hair, bronzed skin, and a stubbled face that looked like it had seen plenty of fights.

He’s a killer.

Brawny slabs of military-grade synthetic muscle covered his frame. Maybe not a full clone, but growth hormones out the wazoo, obviously. The broad paw spread on the ground had a palm bigger than Runt’s entire face.

Don’t look at him.

Runt’s eyes scanned for the sweet spots: throat, kidney, groin. He raised the humming submachete, his hand sweaty on the gel grip. He glanced up at the habitat, his crop terraces, the little kingdom he’d built by himself for eighteen months a millimeter at a time.

Retire him now.

Suddenly, the troll turned his head and looked right into Runt’s eyes and simply smiled in relief . . . as if greeting an old friend. A small smile . . . no triumph, no cruelty, a faint hopeful curve of childlike pleasure which dampened Runt’s murderous thoughts. As if the big dumb freak was happy to be naked and puking on the sand at the ass-end of the universe.

Shit.

A human smile after so long.

Runt couldn’t stop himself: his face smiled back reflexively. He killed the blade and lowered it, stepping near enough to look the burly bastard in the eye.

Kneeling, the ogre was easily as tall as Runt was standing. The window of opportunity was gone, but this idiot didn’t seem to want to slaughter anybody. For now.

The ocean rolled gently, mango syrup simmering under the mismatched suns. Over the bay, long scarves of humidity hung in the air behind the giant.

The big stranger tried to use the cracked transport container to pull himself to his feet, but his thick legs were too wobbly. As he leaned against the shell, a form transmission crackled into life, the holographic words hovering in the air between them as a feminine synth voice read aloud, putting odd stress on the few customized phrases HardCell’s recruitment division had inserted by way of explanation:

“Well met, terraformer! Our sensors indicate that you currently occupy only . . . thirty-seven percent . . . of the living quarters of your habitat. In the interest of efficiency, we have identified and negotiated with a cohabitant facing similar . . . physio-spatial challenges . . . to fill the remaining . . . sixty-three percent . . . as the optimal solution for all employees concerned. HardCell means business!”

Those corporate pinheads had given him a new partner who wasn’t female? Odd’s Gods! Someone had fucked him big time.

The hulk looked at Runt. He licked his cracked lips and swallowed, still too woozy to speak, apparently. Instead, he patted his chest and pressed his open hands toward the ground.

The form message calmly continued cataloging Runt’s deficiencies.

“Our gratitude, terraformer! You have demonstrated . . . spunk and adaptability . . . On reviewing your medical diagnostics and your serious . . . physical limitations . . . it has been determined that . . . perpetuating your genetic material . . . would be of minimal advantage to our Andromeda Enterprise and planetoid HD10307-E’s developing ecosystem. We are confident that you and your new cofarmer will find your skills complimentary. HardCell means business!”

Shitwits. The terraform managers had run short of viable female clones and they’d sent this goon to keep a fucking eye on him! Two freaks on a rock. How was he supposed to make babies? Great. “Dispatch must hate one of us.”

The beach was quiet now except for the surf. HardCell had tuned the planetoid’s manmade climate to tropical paradise and the sea had cooled to an endless rolling pound the temperature of arterial blood.

His unwanted, unfemale cohort scowled at him for that, eyes alert. The transport drugs were wearing off.

Don’t spit on the fresh meat.

“Sorry.” Runt squinted across at the new cofarmer the corporate chuckleheads had sent. “Oi! Can you talk?”

The gigantic man shook his skull and shivered again. His deep-set eyes and blunt features made him look like a husky, hairy infant.

“Do you have a name?” Runt asked, crossing his arms.

The behemoth nodded once but said nothing. He held a hand in front of his lips.

“You can’t tell me?”

The man stared blankly.

Great. Just perfect.

Apparently, his ears worked fine, but he was a mute. After eighteen months of solitary confinement with bugs and eels, Runt had landed a partner who couldn’t speak?

“Can you even write?” Runt’s sarcasm bit the air. Where had they dug this meatbox up?

The naked stranger didn’t flinch. Using one blunt finger, he wrote something in the sand in blurry demi-Arabic, it looked like: Oqsun? Ou’kzon, maybe? Runt’s Arabic was for shit.

“Oks’ayn?” Runt scowled at the blurry cursive abjad. “Shit. What kind of name is that?”

The thick digit tapped the name’s tail end, then tapped the broad chest.

“Ox.” Runt looked up from all that intimidating brawn and hair, all too aware of his own shortcomings. “People call you Ox. Well, that makes sense. You are a big ugly beast.”

But Ox turned to look at Runt with a solemn expression, bulldog eyes asking a question.

His rugged face was creased, but unscarred. And the heavy stubble pushing through the square jaw was as dense as the whorls of hair over his heroic pectorals and gargantuan legs.

How had HardCell Terraformation convinced this brute to slave on a backwater planetoid? He was too freakish to have been genetically engineered or vat-bred, and yet . . .

Light mist had begun to crawl up from the tide pools, softening the sharp edge of the cliffs and the manmade structures nestled around the cove.

“Yeah. Uh. I’m Runnan, but mostly I’m called Runt. For obvious reasons, yeah?” Runt dropped his eyes, embarrassed. His legs were still rigid with tension, and he relaxed them. No one was getting murdered tonight, apparently.

Ox stared at him, face calm as granite. They needed to get indoors and pull some polyblankets before the big man went into shock. He was too huge to drag and Runt was too tired. The twilit ocean seemed unnaturally loud, like a crowd roaring behind a wall.

Runt jerked his head by way of a suggestion. The second sun had fallen and a few glowing bee-moths had begun tending the crop terraces in the middle distance.

Ox finally managed to rise. All the way up, towering over everything. He nodded, once.

Odd’s Gods!

Runt had to tip his head back to look at him. When he did, he realized that Ox wasn’t ugly at all, just unbelievably oversized.

Gah.

Ox stood easily two and one third meters tall; dense muscle wrapped his bones like tectonic armor. A narrow strip of pale skin and trimmed hair framed his heavy privates . . . that meant the rich tan was fake-bake, which meant he’d probably sold his sex recently. Most likely he’d been used for stud service in one of HardCell’s baby farms or a sex resort; only bodyworkers could afford such careful ultraviolet irradiation. Small wonder, with that DNA! Even soft, his bull cock was half the length and girth of Runt’s forearm.

Runt looked away and felt a droplet of sweat slither down the side of his close-cropped head and down his neck. He was starting to get a complex. Not only had his bosses openly called him a misfit, they’d sent this fucking XYY troglodyte with a meter on him in height and enough testosterone for four colonists to kick his ass with size twenty-two boots. Maybe they were hoping strength was infectious and Runt would come down with a severe case of maleness.

Pinheads.

Ox moved with the measured grace of a predator at the top of every food chain. How did a worker so physically capable wind up with a crap contract? Convict? Soldier? Slave?

Runt sighed and made a rude gesture at the cracked container. “Oi. Guess neither of us is getting married for a while, yeah? Not like we can file a complaint. Tricky pricksters.”

Without responding, Ox crouched naked in the sand and crawled inside the transport container that hadn’t been flimsy enough to kill him.

What took his voice? Years in and out of detention as a spaceport brat had taught Runt to aim low and shoot twice.

After some thumping and scrabbling, Ox pulled himself free and balanced on its lid to stare over the night waves for a moment in the dwarf sun’s ruddy light. In his beefy fist, no weapon, just the standard HardCell travelpak: disinfectants, disposable clothes, and temporary toiletries. He stood bold on his plastic alloy chrysalis, for all the world like a tacky sculpture at a seaside slut-hut for tourists.

Penis on the Half Shell.

Enough. Emasculated and exhausted in the evening light, Runt snorted and stalked toward his habitat, and heard Ox jump down from his perch and follow, his bigger feet thud-thud-thudding on the sand behind him.


[image: img5.jpg]

 

 

The door hissed open. Runt stepped through and—suh-snap—the habitat sparked awake around him. Indirect pearly glow filled the cornerless chamber.

In his absence, the hygiene nozzles had sterilized its creamy surfaces and molded furniture.

Just in time for company.

Ox had paused outside to scrape more of the dust and foam shreds off himself. Behind him, a lopsided magenta barbell of light blazed as the setting suns vanished in tandem under the sea.

He’s so . . . naked.

As Runt watched, the tuok-took of the big night crabs prompted Ox to look at the horizon, his profile chiseled in silhouette.

Runt made an impatient sound and crossed his arms. “Oi. Come inside so I can show you the place.”

Ox did. His shoulders were wider than the habitat doorway. He actually had to turn sideways as he ducked and stepped inside.

Instantly, what had been Runt’s personal palace turned into a crowded cube, bonsaied by Ox’s bulk. The entire habitat seemed flimsy and cramped between them.

Ox took three careful steps into the middle of the live-space. His kneecap showed over the back of the bench; his skull sat less than a meter from the ceiling of his new home.

Our home.

“You can sit down if you need, yeah?” Runt tugged at his itchy balls and tried not to sound irritated. At least if Ox sat down they’d be the same height.

The larger man stayed still as he looked the room over. Runt followed his gaze: an open cook-space on one wall, a wide sleep-space on the opposite, and a curved bench in front of a holo-vid projector on the third. The fourth wall was a doorway to the wash-space.

Runt felt like a pygmy. Why couldn’t he have been vat-grown or full clone? His fucking parents should have thought of the consequences.

At one and three-quarters meters with barely a strip of fuzz at his sternum, he resented this vast bastard. He was built broad and plenty strong; even four centimeters taller and he wouldn’t have had to put up with this shit from his employers.

Runt cursed his short family. It was all his father’s fault. Dwarf bastard shoulda kept his crank in his pants. Or paid for corrective genetics.

Love! What a crock of shit.

Runt snorted. He’d take careful planning and applied genetics over affection any day. He toed off his seaboots and walked past his big cofarmer to rinse his arms and dry them with a faded towelette.

Ox’s movements stayed deliberate and contained. He left space between them as much as the narrow chamber permitted and kept turning to Runt to nod politely.

He’s trying not to frighten me.

Runt scowled. If he had to be stuck with a man, at least they could treat each other like men. He didn’t want any tiptoeing, so he wasn’t going to tiptoe either.

“Go ahead and break something. Break whatever to get the ball rolling.”

Ox’s brow beetled.

“I mean, you’re gonna. So you might as well just smash something now and have it over with.”

But the dumb slab just shook his head once without smiling.

He’ll never break anything, I bet. Or laugh.

Ox inspected the habitat with the caution of a jungle cat.

Rummaging through the cook-space cabinets, Runt’s fist closed on a mealpak, and he threw it hard enough to startle his silent partner. “Oi! Big boy!”

Ox turned in time to catch the food.

“You should eat anyways.” Runt pointed at the entree and then Ox’s chiseled mouth. “Slowly or you’ll choke, yeah?”

He nodded once in thanks and smiled again into Runt’s eyes.

Runt’s groin itched like anything, but damned if he’d scratch. Why should he seem uncomfortable?

Maybe I’m allergic to mutants.

He pressed his itchy nuts again from inside his pocket. “Are you all right?”

Again, Ox nodded just once, content. He squinted at Runt, his Cro-Magnon brow wrinkled as if solving a puzzle.

Runt looked away before he smiled back. “And there’s plenty of water. But whatever you drink you have to replace.” He gestured in the direction of the hydrotreatment shed twenty meters away and tossed a bottle that Ox caught with a massive paw. Transport hibernation left everyone starved and dehydrated.

The water looked like a toy in that fist, but Ox’s face bloomed with gratitude. He turned his head and nodded once, sipping the water gingerly. For someone that size, it would be barely a mouthful.

In the close space, Runt began to realize they both needed a wash. He had been rank already from the day’s chores, but Ox was unclothed and the giant’s locker-room reek swirled around Runt, making him sweat and swallow involuntarily.

Gah!

Suddenly his entire crotch tickled, from his belly to his upper legs. That’s what itched: his endocrine system short-circuiting. Ox’s scent was probably altered to cause arousal for sex work.

Runt’s mouth filled again with saliva, and his moist foreskin retracted slightly inside his undergear; his scrotum shifted. He kept his fists bunched so he wouldn’t give in to the maddening itch.

Thanks, HardCell. Just perfect.

Ox stood by the cook-space wall as if waiting for orders, his head only a half-meter under the waxy incandescence where the wall curved into the ceiling.

Runt stood in his sweat-stiff clothing, and licked his salty mustache. “I need a hard scrub, yeah? And then you need at least two. You’re fuckin’ ripe!”

Ox grimaced an apology, rocking on the balls of his bare feet. Maybe the big fucker knew what his pheromones did, what Runt’s skin felt like. Even shifting his weight, his thighs bunched with power. He still hadn’t touched the mealpak.

“Eat. It’s yours. You, uh . . .” Runt pretended nonchalance, leaning against the cook-space counter. “You bought all that gear and food and what, yeah?”

Ox pressed both hands against his chest and then pressed both palms toward Runt. The supplies were theirs to share. He nodded, once.

“Housewarming.” Runt bobbed his head, but wouldn’t raise his eyes. “Good.”

How the hell had he afforded those supplies?

“Ox. Use a chair, huh? Make yourself . . . Well, this is home, so get comfortable as you can. Five ticks.” Runt jabbed a finger toward the BBQ mealpak in Ox’s big mitt. “And fucking eat something, would ya?”

Ox nodded in apology. Without looking at it, he raised the packet to his lips, sucking a mouthful of the paste, his muscular throat swallowing.

Those insidious pheromones filled Runt’s nostrils and his neurons. He could feel his anatomy responding as he crossed the room: cock ticklish and swollen, mouth wet and loose, nipples tightening, hair on end. Until he acclimated to them, he’d have to take anti-allergens or he’d go bonkers.

Runt stepped inside the bathroom cubicle and the door slid shut behind him. The entire space was a shower stall: toilet and sink were mounted on opposite walls and a spray of water fell from directly overhead from the smartbarrels on the roof.

A fucking raw deal is what it is. Slave out here for a year and more and this mutant fucker had jumped in to swipe a piece. Ox was twice as big and eighteen months late so he’d have to do twice the work, no, five times the work.

Runt peeled off his grimy gear straight into the laundry hatch. He looked at the ceiling and wondered if Ox could even fit in here to wash. Then water fell from above, warm from the day’s sunlight. It sluiced the grime from his compact muscles as he scoured his aching body and scalp with the dregs of the disinfectant lotion. He hoped Ox had brought a barrel for himself.

Thieving bastard.

Runt scrubbed and scowled at the unfairness of it. Without preamble, his cock jerked to life under the delicious flow. Fucking freak pheromones. That was going to be a problem. Runt scrubbed under his aching balls a minute and thought about dropping a quick load. Only the towering stranger outside stopped him. Ox didn’t need to slip in a puddle of Runt’s jism on his first night.

The shower hammered the soreness from him, but the tickling flow did nothing to ease his erection. Now that he had a roommate in his one-room habitat, he was going to have to work out a way to masturbate regularly or he would go hut-nutty.

No two ways.

Runt groaned and scrubbed foam over his sun-baked skin, avoiding his genitals. He’d always had a voracious sexual appetite: “Horny little fucker” was what all his women had called him. Since this planetoid was agricultural, he’d expected the company to prioritize breeding for HD10307-E, to use him as Johnny Ample-seed. Guess not.

Over and over, he had fantasized what his wife would be like when the executives finally sent the replacement: petite, curvy ass, skin that smelled like burnt syrup. He didn’t fancy men at all. Inevitably, his size kept him on the short end. No thanks.

Out here in Andromeda, Runt had never been short. Out here he had always been the boss. Until now. He’d have to discuss the pheromones, work out boundaries. Yeah.

Runt knew he was stubborn and stupid enough to take himself hostage if it meant a shot at corporate citizenship and comfort. But a partner? Nah: he needed to treat this goon like a piece of enhanced equipment. Runt’s grunt. They had sent him a superhuman tool to pick up the slack and get things moving.

He didn’t even check the label.

Runt realized what bugged him: Ox hadn’t cared what he was eating. Who eats a mealpak without looking at the wrapper?

Beggars, not choosers. Runt hated not knowing what to expect. Who plants a seed without knowing what’ll grow?

Why did this specimen need to be a shareholder? He could simply take whatever he wanted. Yet Ox had stayed grateful despite Runt’s shortcomings and un-welcome . . . Like a beggar.

Ox must’ve come from something terrible.

But why would an enhanced employee ever beg? Unless he was an assassin . . . Unless he wanted to lull Runt into complacency . . . Unless he needed time to spy and scheme.

Nah.

Runt thought of the smile and smothered his paranoia.

Abruptly the fall of heavenly water snicked off; then near-scalding steam swirled from the walls, purifying the cubicle and Runt’s body at the same time.

Sharing the wash-space would take some careful planning. Have to add another rain-barrel for the shower, no question. At least his cofarmer was burly; the work would go faster with another pair of hands.

Big fucking hands too. We’ll bust this out and have wives and wealth inside two years.

The steam stopped and the cubicle’s fans whipped the air into a soft whirlwind, drying his reddened skin. His straining cock had relented a little. Now it lay arched over his high testicles. Looking down at the thick vein that ran up to his flushed foreskin, he stopped suddenly. All his clothes were outside and his cock hadn’t adjusted to the new cohabitation.

Eesh. Problem.

He’d grown up in a recycled spaceport, stealing his mealpaks, and he knew what bigger people expected of smaller people. He’d fought off predators, but never one this oversized. Last thing he needed was to get beaten or raped by some mute mutant thug because he couldn’t control his own boner after eighteen months of solitary.

Runt’d lived alone for so long. What did it matter? They were both guys. It’s just he felt weird showing Ox exactly how stubby he really was . . . his body, his cock. Macho bullshit, and he knew it was stupid, but he couldn’t kill the thought. And he couldn’t very well stay hidden in the auto-privy for the next three years.

No helping it.

Runt paused, trying to pick the pang apart. He paused to spit-swallow two anti-allergens just to be safe.

Ox wouldn’t care. He’d done sex work and he knew what the pheromones did to his clients. Still, the idea of some brute looking at his lesser body with contempt or pity or ownership made Runt’s stomach turn over in paranoia. He wished he had the submachete, just in case.

Man up.

The door hissed open and Runt swallowed his shame and fear. He strode into the living space as if he wasn’t hyperaware of Ox’s scrutiny, his judgment, his ridicule, his cockiness, his scale—

Fuck that king-sized toolbox.

—For nothing. Ox had dozed off on the curved bench that faced the holo-screen which was projecting a three-dimensional seascape. Jewel-toned fish floated in the air around the slumbering giant. Crustaceans and octopi skittered across the imaginary seabed. Ox’s enormous hand dangled toward the floor like he was reaching for a shell on the habitat floor.

Never mind.

Runt grinned, unable to stop himself. This big silent oaf wasn’t scary at all, and certainly wasn’t after his body. Poor fucker is probably dreaming of a jumbo-bimbo troll-wife with a pussy like a split melon. Surely Ox hadn’t asked to be shipped into exile. All that brawn, why didn’t the corporation want him breeding?

Whole situation has to be a scam. Or a mistake. A joke.

Runt decided to give him the benefit of the doubt; with this much muscle behind him, Runt would be a citizen in record time and wealthy to boot. They’d terraform their rough corner of the planetoid at superhuman speed and their wives would arrive soon enough as a reward for their impossible labors. It’ll be good to have a friend after all this time.

That was when Runt remembered he was still naked and standing in the common area. Treading softly, he went to the cabinets and squatted to pull out a fresh worksuit, his only clothing for the seven-year tour. He bunched the soft, sturdy canvas and stepped into the leg holes, pulling the suit over his sturdy legs. With my fucking luck, at this moment our wives are stuck together on an island on the other side of the ocean. Before he even shrugged into the sleeves, Runt gave a bark of laughter and heard the goon snort awake behind him.

Ox.

The gigantic stranger had opened his eyes and stared at Runt now through the bright denizens of the swirling undersea hologram. He’d seen Runt’s taut backside and now his semi-engorged front.

Seconds fell between them while the imaginary fish circled.

For one moment, Runt remembered being a small boy in a port with nothing of value but his skin and his wits. Still, he stood his ground. He didn’t even cover himself.

“Sorry.”

Runt was plenty built, but he could imagine Ox’s disappointment. Imagine being encumbered by a cofarmer who could only do a third of the work, who couldn’t keep his poker down.

But the dozy deep-set eyes that Ox swept over him held none of that, only blank curiosity. A small smile played at the corner of his mouth.

In the hologram, a baby shark swam around him and toward the sleep-space, making Runt feel even more like prey. He nodded a greeting to his new cohort.

Now he knows what’s what.

Runt blushed a little but stayed still. Being scanned from buzzed head to fuzzy toe-knuckles felt more like a handshake than the grilling he’d expected.

A school of glittering pinfish floating in front of Ox darted right-left and then behind the bench. He squinted and then raised his groggy gaze again.

Shrugging, Runt pushed one arm and the other into his sleeves and tucked his plump cock inside the split front. He sealed the lone strip that closed the suit over his hard torso.

Not that bad, right?

Wiggling his bare toes on the phantom reef, Runt tried to sound casual. “Plenty of work to do. Rest as you need. The small sun comes up around four.”

Ox grunted gently and nodded once, as if to say, “Good.” He grinned at Runt and rolled back into a doze, iridescent fish darting through an imaginary ocean between them.
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Ox changed everything.

The morning after Ox fell from the sky, Runt snuck out of the house as part of his brilliant plan. Runt had spent the past eighteen months chiseling away at the endless corporate chores without a break, and making scant headway. His numbers couldn’t be anything but terrible. Hard enough that he was so small, but his two hands had botched the jobs that demanded four.

He knew they’d find a rhythm, but he needed to know what to expect. Today would be an experiment with his gigantic cofarmer as lab rat.

No instructions. No help.

After waking, Runt tiptoed through the main room to the wash-space for a piss and a scrub.

Breathing evenly, Ox didn’t stir on the holo-vid bench. Maybe he wasn’t a morning mutant. What if the bastard slept all fucking day?

After transport, what did you expect?

Under the shower, Runt shaved for the first time in weeks. He rinsed the peckertracks off his belly before stepping into a fresh worksuit.

He hoped HardCell had equipped Ox with a set of suits. Nothing Runt owned would fit over one of those legs, and looking at that much naked man every day would get fucking old fast.

He would see what Ox did on his own. There wasn’t much Ox could fuck up irreparably, and even doing nothing, he wouldn’t get in Runt’s way. Would he clean or clear or walk the fields or sit on his butt? Runt didn’t want to coddle this goon, and plenty of work waited.

Besides, no employee became a corporate shareholder without paying for it in scars and sweat: HardCell means business.

Runt rinsed his mouth and spat.

The wash-space door swished open and anxiety flickered over Runt at the sight of the bare holo-vid bench. No Ox. His hand twitched, wanting the truncheon he’d carried as a street kid. He forced himself to relax his grip.

The giant was probably having a piss or a wank outside. Lazy fucker.

Runt scrambled what he hoped would be enough tofu and seaweed for both of them, and ate quickly. As he wolfed down the nutrients, Ox’s pile of breakfast steamed on the counter, but the big lump didn’t reappear.

With a grunt of irritation, Runt went to the front door and took a step outside.

Outside, the first dawn shone dim peach and the air hung already thick. The planetoid’s second sun emitted heat, but almost no ultraviolet . . . a red dwarf which rose early, sank late, and kept the ocean and air warm and soupy year-round.

Oh! There he is.

Ox stood in the shallow waves facing the horizon, his broad back and pale ass slick with water and sliding bubbles as he scrubbed himself with a bottle of disinfectant lotion.

As if the giant sensed eyes on him, he twisted to raise a hand in greeting, then flashed five fingers to say, “Five minutes.” He tried to keep his erection out of sight, at least.

Morning mutant after all.

Runt nodded and waved back, irritated for some reason, then headed up the slope to check the orchard.

Ox’s next move that first day, first thing, would tell Runt plenty; did he need orders, babying, a kick in the ass, no input at all? Would he clear the dishes? Would he rummage through Runt’s kit? Runt decided to give him a half hour or so before checking back.

We’ll see.

By the time the larger sun peeked over the horizon and brightened the daylight to tropical gold, Runt had finished fertilizing the bamboo orchard and ambled back down and ducked into the habitat. At some point, Ox had eaten his breakfast and washed up after.

Huh.

Outside, a motor whirred into angry life. Runt trotted down to the beach to investigate.

Ox knelt in the sand using the submachete and the hammergun to carve the cargo container into salvage. He sliced with patience and surgical precision, not wasting anything.

Smart.

As Runt’s steps slowed, Ox’s craggy face glanced up and then bent close to eyeball the snapping blade centimeters from his massive fist. The hammergun lay heating up on the ground nearby.

Runt left his giant cofarmer doing grunt work and headed to the cove to inspect the eelbeds. About twenty meters below the waves, he found two gashes in the sub-marine mesh fencing that kept his herd from escaping into the open sea in search of plankton or krill. HardCell biodesigners had erased the conger eel’s remote spawning instinct so their lifecycle could play out in a square kilometer. They gnawed their enclosure relentlessly, and repairing the damage in the cloudy water ate up hours of Runt’s workdays.

In the greenish water, small eels bumped against his legs in greeting. The pups were curious, but stupid, and they were drawn to the heat of fused metal. At the reef, he did have to fend off one horror with a row of teeth longer than his foot, but it didn’t snap at him. 

HardCell engineered these conger hybrids to be more ranch-friendly, but couldn’t de-venom their blood. It caused anaphylaxis, shutting down respiration completely. Cooking and digestion broke the neurotoxins down, but when the nearest clinic was on a coral island a thousand kilometers away, it paid to be careful.

Soldering quickly, oxygen hissing in his mask, Runt wondered how many adult eels had slipped through in the past month. Each fugitive put his breakeven farther off. Somewhere out in the manmade ocean, the escapees would probably grow up to five meters if they didn’t starve. Maybe they’ll get hungry and come home. He laughed and the sound echoed in his bubble of oxygen. Then again, every ocean needed a couple monsters.

What a waste of protein.

When Runt swam back from the eelbeds that afternoon, Ox sat waiting for him on the beach, stripped to the waist, studying the caterpillar trays in his lap. Of all things, Ox wanted to take over the bee-moths? 

Runt jogged closer, expecting a mess. “What did you do?” 

Everything, apparently.

Ox jerked his chin toward the slope leading up to their fields and the sheds.

They walked upslope where a new hive waited.

Ox had welded the plastic-alloy panels from his container onto the shattered hive. The new enclosure was three times larger and already stocked with chopped bamboo leaves from the orchard. Plus, he’d rewired the nectar feed and divided the nest into small hutches around the digital queen for easier caterpillar count. How had he done that with those clumsy paws?

There is Luck’s fuckery for you: nothing is fair.

Runt goggled at work he knew he couldn’t have done as beautifully. A soft twep-tep made him turn toward the outside again.

The silhouette filled the entire doorway. Ox stood tapping the trays with a thick digit and raised hopeful eyebrows.

Oh.

Cocoons. Runt realized the caterpillars’s morning had been busy as well; they’d spun ivory sacks around themselves. Warmth had speeded their cycle.

Runt just nodded back, almost irritated that the bigger man hadn’t botched it or killed something or set his carcass on fire just so Runt could boss him around.

Just an experiment.

Runt stood at the hive entrance watching Ox’s bare back. His torso shone with sweat; it soaked the knotted sleeves at his waist that held his worksuit up. 

With deft fingers, Ox slid each cocoon into the new enclosure. In two days they’d hatch and get to work tending the fields.

“This is a good bit of work y’done.” Runt gave Ox a thumbs-up and a thump on the shoulder by way of grudging appreciation. His hand barely reached.

Ox winced, and they both looked down. A few raw streaks on the large man’s skin showed where the hammergun had scorched him.

“Oi. See? Those burns’ll scar if you don’t watch. We’ll have to amputate something.”

Ox chuckled and shook his head, examining a livid stripe on his forearm with disinterest.

“Hang on a tick.” Runt jogged back to the habitat and returned with a tube of ointment. “Gotta be mindful about these.” Squeezing a blob onto his finger, he smeared at a rosy scorch on the oversized ribs.

Ox shivered at the touch and nodded once, watching Runt’s blunt fingers as they traced the burns with antibacterial goo. The slicked skin felt very hot, either from the sun or his freakish metabolism.

Runt pursed his lips as he worked, chewing on his mustache. “We got limited medical out here.” Kneeling, he squeezed the tube and daubed at a nasty burn on one meaty shoulder blade.

Ox winced and hissed and twisted around to face the racks. His nipple tightened on the furry pec in front of Runt’s face.

“Yeah. Tough shit.” Runt wiped the extra ointment on the front of his worksuit. “Now on, just be careful with the tools. Something serious and I have to put you in stasis and ship your fat ass back to HardCell for employee surgery.”

His large partner nodded once.

As he watched the biotic goo seal the welts on Ox’s tan skin, Runt’s pelvis tightened and invisible feathery strokes ghosted over his nerve endings . . . a tickling madness that made his arm hair bristle.

Pheromones.

In closed spaces, Ox‘s starchy scent destroyed his concentration, and he couldn’t exactly ask his cofarmer to go rinse off his sexiness so Runt could trot outdoors to blow his jam again.

Or can I? 

Ox twisted to inspect the burns and nodded thanks, but didn’t step back.

Runt did, feeling his double-crossing cock plump in his drawers.

 “See here.” Runt cracked his knuckles and addressed Ox like a professor at the employee crèche. “I know they did a hormone splice on you. You’re gonna be getting an eyeful of my peg if you don’t rinse off regular. Yeah?” Runt squeezed his erection through his suit.

He has to know.

Ox nodded, grimacing.

“No. We can’t neither of us help it, and there’s work to do. So you needta be having a proper wank now and then in the sea. That should help lower your levels.”

Ox backed up further.

“Nah. We’re both grown-ups. We’ll live. You go have a rinse. And then let’s have some grub.”

Ox bobbed his head and jogged down to the water.

Runt squatted inside the new hive, checking Ox’s work. He had tipped the panels from his shipping container inward, rounding the structure against the elements. HardCell’s digital queen chirped and purred in the center. Ox had remounted the device so it sat about a meter higher in the dead center of the expanded building, calming the drones and issuing instructions.

The adult bee-moths hung quiet along the dim walls, glowing softly, resting for tonight’s duties. The best of two species. Rather than pollen, they harvested pests and samples which they fed to their computerized “queen” to analyze so she could assign tasks. Runt inspected the long pupal trays where a few new caterpillars munched on their bamboo salad; most already lay cocooned in silky pods. They’d hatch in the next day or so.

The only thing: Runt couldn’t decide if his experiment had succeeded or failed.

At the very least, he owed Ox a great supper for the miracle he’d worked in here. Corporate citizenship and comfort had never seemed closer.

If he doesn’t get tired of outfarming his partner and murder me in my sleep.

Back in the cook-space, Runt outdid himself, stir frying pilaf mealpaks. Ox hovered for a while, curious, until Runt tossed him a mango and a knife and pointed at the bench by way of an order.

Runt watched Ox’s rough paws vivisect the mango swiftly. The giant returned with a bright pile of shreds, and at a nod from Runt, plunked them in the hissing digi-wok. The fruit seared quickly; the juice would disguise the multivitamin tang of the mealpak paste.

Teamwork.

After supper, Ox fell asleep on the bench again while Runt sat through a fantasy holo-vid plugging HardCell cosmetics while elves cast spells and raped each other. A few times, the dozing giant’s pheromones spiked, which meant Runt’s boner came and went without harm.

He was grateful to have the sleep-space to himself again.

Enjoy it while you can.

Runt lay awake in his big bed. Even alone there, he felt keenly aware of the gigantic predator breathing deeply and near-silently a few meters away . . . death in his hands and his head full of secrets.

What did Ox expect? Why had he come to this place? What did he have planned?

In the clock-lit darkness, sleep came slow. Runt curled toward the wall, as if his back could do a better job of watching Ox, as if his eyes could see a way forward.
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The next day, Ox ducked outside at the first sunrise, making almost no sound.

The moment he was gone, Runt rolled to his feet and cracked his neck. He’d slept wrong and his muscles felt like wet sand. He washed, wanked, and waited to eat breakfast with his cofarmer before getting to work.

As soon as Ox returned from the sea, he dressed quickly. His boots were twenty-threes, as it happened.

Runt had been wrong about that too.

Let’s just see . . .

As Ox wolfed down the steamy protein scramble, Runt leaned forward on his elbows as though an idea had sprouted just then: a test. “Are you mechanical then? I mean, you like to twiddle with machines and that?”

Ox shrugged and smiled, showing his white choppers. He flexed his big fingers like a magician and waggled his eyebrows.

“Can you have a look at the soybeaner today?” The gabbled question sounded planned and anxious even to Runt’s ears.

Ox nodded firmly and rapped the table with his knuckles in agreement.

Smug bugger.

“I’ve been able to do fuck-all by way of repairs.” A bald lie. Runt had given the appliance a wide berth since it fucked itself up somehow nine weeks ago. He could pick any lock in the galaxy if need be, but tech scared him shitless. He hadn’t wanted to notify HardCell or spend the money for a replacement.

After breakfast, Runt walked the big bastard up the rise to the stepped crop terraces, giving the tour he hadn’t offered the day before: fields, mango orchard, silos, greenhouse. On the sandy footpath, his trail of size eight-wide bootprints trotted beside those twenty-threes. What of it? Whether Ox was a spy or an ally, he should know just how much Runt had managed even with his shortcomings.

Ox scrutinized the layout.

Runt paused on a rise to point down to the eelbeds in the cove. The soft glare of both suns bounced off the waves and made them both squint the rest of the way up. Ox fidgeted as they reached the lush green rows.

The automated soy-mill sat notched into the hill about fifteen meters from the fields where the beans grew. Drones fed the harvest straight into the silo beside the processors which broke the raw produce into nutrient liquids and solids.

Runt kicked the power and tapped the panel to bring it online. A low drone rose in pitch until he had to raise his voice to be heard. The soybeaner began to hiccup, its hum dipping and straining.

“It’s run hot for four months. Piece of junk. No idea what in hell’s wrong.”

Runt tapped the controls again. The pitch climbed again and the thumping and squelching sped up—flap-thwlap-flap—as something caught in the machine’s innards struggled to break loose or die trying.

Ox winced as if watching a mangled dog. He shook his head once, sharply.

“Agh!” Runt killed the power and stood a little apart. The thumping and groaning wheezed into silence. Even the bugs in the brush had no comment. The sun had crept higher and Runt could smell Ox again.

Ox ran his wide hands over the appliance as if stroking a lion, feeling for a wound. He looked for something with his eyes and his fingertips.

“How do you know so much about equipment and that? You raised by mechanics? Engineers?”

Ox snorted silently and shook his head. He squinted and turned his head, reaching for something further under the soybeaner’s belly.

“So . . . what? Your ma was a welder and your father humped pipe?”

Ox tugged his arm out and wrote in demi-Arabic on the dusty ground: “MINERS.”

“Oh.” Runt pursed his lips to keep his opinions trapped.

Mining killed employees young in shitty backbreaking contracts. The real money came from sub-terrain work, and some of those kids grew up and died without ever seeing even one sun. No wonder Ox loved their beach.

Tink.

Runt turned.

Again, Ox tapped the machine’s case with his fingers as he squatted and felt underneath with one arm, straining for purchase.

“Find something?” Runt came a little closer.

Ox nodded once and slid his torso underneath the tofu unit. His massive ribcage pressed against the frame and his arms had to wriggle in by centimeters.

Runt stood shifting his weight for five minutes while Ox’s colossal legs twitched and bent as he squirmed under the equipment. Runt felt strange watching his oversized lower half, the knotted muscle, the packed groin pushing at the suit’s closure, as if Ox’s whole body lived under a magnifying glass.

So easy to kill him under there. Right now.

Staring down, Runt felt huge for a moment, or Ox seemed small.

Maybe he’s small for a miner. Yeah. Maybe he picked this shithole for the weather.

The rattles and clinks from the underside stopped, and the husky oaf wriggled back out covered in soy mash and holding a length of hose. He presented the tubing for Runt’s inspection. Chance’s pants. A blockage had been wasting raw soybeans as they were processed.

Runt snapped his fingers and took off, calling over his shoulder. “Hang on, hang on! I have more of those!”

He trotted back with the replacement and watched Ox dismantling the mill, shaking his head at such obvious technical aptitude.

At least I can heat mealpaks and pick locks.

Runt stood shifting his weight a moment, but the big freak waved him away, as if to say, “Go do your own work, midget.”

While Ox dealt with the soybeaner for the better part of six hours, Runt soldiered through his regular chores, checking in at the soy-mill occasionally. Seeing the components dismantled and laid out in rows made Runt’s gut knot and his eyes glaze over, but Ox seemed to have a handle on it with his big mitts.

Runt’s cock rolled inside his suit as it plumped and hardened. Pheromones again. 

“Be in the orchard if you need me.”

Without waiting for Ox to open his eyes or nod, Runt spun and strode away from the hive straight for the beach, letting his stiffness lead the way toward the twin suns climbing the sky.

Once I have a wank and a wash, I can be normal again.

But even after swimming out and swiftly masturbating, Runt’s balls stayed full, hugging the base of his joint without reprieve. His nipples were stiff nubs, his mouth felt wet and sensitive, and his spongy cock dribbled tracks inside his worksuit. He did go to the orchard to collect mangos and to check for fungus. And stayed erect the entire, embarrassing time.

That evening, Ox reappeared at the habitat covered in rancid pulp and clots of soy curd, laughing at the mess.

Runt glared and held up a hand to stop him entering.

“All done, then?”

Ox nodded once. 

“Well, no way all of you’ll fit in my little shower wearing that much muck.” Runt laughed to take the chill out of the air between them. The custardy glop started to drip onto the sand beside Ox’s size twenty-three boots.

“Thanks.” Runt crossed the doorway and made a joke out of it. “Oi! You go rinse off in your big bathtub so I don’t squirt in your supper.”

Drip-drip. Ox grinned.

“The eel pups love soy. And spunk.” Runt grinned back. He pointed at the ocean. “They could use fattening up. Careful they don’t nibble your knob.”

Ox bobbed his head and peeled out of his slimy worksuit right there, then lumbered naked toward the waves.

“And mind your burns.” Runt called after him.
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After supper, Runt tried to let Ox pick a holo-vid, but the big man didn’t want to choose. He shrugged and jerked his dimpled chin at Runt instead. Already, the sun had lightened the heavy stubble on his jaw.

Runt squinted at him in disbelief. “D’you not like adverts?” 

Ox sat on the floor in front of the bench and thrust his fingers at Runt to make him pick.

Runt grunted and rummaged through his favorites, looking for a little mindless advertainment that even a mutant could love: some girls, some gore, a couple cool products, maybe a little adventure or a crime. Guy friendly. Nothing too sad or too sexy.

A cheeseball story where things turned out the way they ought. “When I was a kid I wanted to try my luck in showbiz. Huh? Dreaming up adverts . . . banging modded models in my mansion . . . red carpet product launches.”

His enthusiasm proved infectious. Ox snorted and crossed his arms, already amused, apparently.

“Besides, everybody knows showbiz is where the short people shine.”

Ox smiled at that, a big slice of teeth in his sunburned face.

“Hey . . .” Runt pulled up a big-budget heist-comedy advertising HardCell’s security division and theme parks.

Here we go! This one featured a long cross-promotional car chase that always made his palms itch for a steering wheel. “You’ll love this one. Promise!”

Runt sat down on the bench and squeezed Ox’s shoulder to let him know to get comfortable.

Ox bumped a little closer so his side pressed against Runt’s calf through their clothing.

As soon as the projection started, their habitat became a theme park strip-joint full of seedy characters. One of HardCell’s A-list spokestars fuzzed into three-dimensional life where the cook-space had been. Suddenly around Runt and Ox, a ring of crooks planned a jewel robbery of a rival corporation that had it coming. A one-eyed felon nodded at Runt and “spat” at Ox’s feet.

Ox flinched, then relaxed once he tried to touch the holographic loogey and touched the bare floor. Ox’s Neanderthal forehead wrinkled as the flashy advert unfurled around them, making them part of the gang and part of the caper.

Runt smiled. It felt good to vegetate after a day of hot work. He’d grown up stealing, but nothing this plush. HardCell sure knew how to plug their brands. The locations were glamorous, the ladies seductive, and the product placement inspired.

Real entertainment.

Ox took a while to relax, but pretty soon he was anticipating sneak attacks. He laughed with Runt and tensed with Runt, at one point pounding the bench so hard that the villains turned in surprise. He kept rubbing his sunburned back on the bench, almost like a cat marking territory. The rubbing seemed to calm him, especially with the holographic criminals clustered around them.

Definitely distracting. Runt watched him fidget, not sure what to do.

Ox apologized with a slow blink, but couldn’t get at the spot easily.

In the end, Runt gave in and started scratching Ox’s shoulder blades for him, almost absently. Each time, Ox calmed instantly, absorbed again by the action.

Fair enough. A little scratch for blissful vegetation seemed an even swap. 

In the end, the HardCell heroes cleaned out their competitors, of course, and the projection ended.

The habitat’s pearly lights faded up, and Ox insisted on the bench again, pointing Runt toward his sleep-space. 

Runt felt too tired to argue. He fetched a polyblanket and left it on the hard seat.

Ox stripped down with his back turned. Squeezed on the firm plastic, he passed out almost instantly, breathing softly and smoothly.

Runt didn’t fall asleep for hours.
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On day three, Runt stopped testing Ox and decided to stick with him and take his measure from up close. Overestimating his partner seemed as stupid as underestimating him.

Just what is this freak made of?

They left the habitat in the first dawn and trudged up the island’s little mountain without needing to talk.

At the work-shed, Ox used canvas scraps to fashion two saddlebags to truck seeds, and as they stepped back outside, he slung one over his shoulder.

Before the giant could squat and hoist the other, Runt scooped it up himself without even grunting. “I won’t break.”

Ox shook his head and let Runt steer him toward the right crop terrace.

Runt made sure they went side by side for some reason, not leading or straggling. They each carried eighteen kilos of new kudzu-lentil hybrid seed that had arrived with Ox. Half a meter a day it would grow. The packs felt light at first, but grew heavier under the red dwarf’s broiling light.

Runt stole glances at Ox as they climbed, making sure he didn’t slack or shorten his stride for Runt’s benefit.

How had Ox shopped for the supplies? Had he just flicked through the holographic catalog and pointed at seeds and tools and holo-porn? The worker bee-moths shipped standard with every terraformer, but cutting-edge biodesigns like the kudzu-lentils and the smart-net cost a fortune.

New farmsteads like Runt’s never got hands on the shiny toys. Seemed Ox had splurged like an A-list advertainer with an expense account.

The big man paused beside him and shifted the strap to his other shoulder. Runt did the same. Might as well be symmetrically chafed.

Some niggle in Runt’s animal brain still waited for Ox to throw his extraordinary bulk around so Runt could show off moves he’d picked up as a sub-terrain soldier or a spaceport runaway—

—Can’t fuck with this runt—

But Ox’s temper and past stayed hidden.

Upslope, the two men divided the work side by side in silence. Programming the equipment and placing the posts proved easier with Ox’s brawn and brain thrown into the mix. Setting the racks and field layout required improvisation and Runt’s ability to wedge into small spaces. After lunching, they came together to sow the rows and string high netting above them. By the time the bigger sun nudged the horizon, the designer sprouts were already poking through the wet loam. HardCell means business!

Work. Eat. Sleep. Runt managed to do all three seamlessly for once.

Of course, the next couple nights took some navigation.

Ox refused to share the bed and crowd Runt in the wide sleep-space. Either out of caution or diplomacy, he insisted on sleeping on the opposite side of the habitat.

In truth, Runt was relieved; proximity would have made for all kinds of unintended erections and embarrassment. He didn’t need a bloody lip or worse because this brawny bastard had a hormone spike.

Instead, as soon as they finished their evening food and entertainment, Ox curled himself onto the holo-vid bench under a spare blanket and—click—conked out like a cub.

The questions continued to pester Runt . . . not during the day, but lying alone in bed in the clock-lit dark, Runt pondered the giant’s buried past. His questions scrabbled inside his head like mice on wires: who was Ox? Had Ox originally intended to murder him? What had HardCell promised? Why share the farmstead with Runt at all? Why couldn’t the giant speak? How could he afford all that fancy gear? What had he fled? Who had he been?

Probably wonders the same thing about me.

While Runt stared at the blue numbers on the ceiling, he tallied the disasters that could strangle a man’s life, the advantages of starting over in a new star system, the perks of corporate citizenship or whatever the fuck might have lured Ox to this rock.

Doubt sprouts wherever you let it.

Drawing on every high budget advertainment he’d ever seen, Runt scripted freaky adventures that might drive a superhuman mutant into hiding or exile or retirement. Ox was a commercial soldier gone AWOL because of an adulterous affair with a general’s wife. Ox was a disgraced spokestar whose voice box had been cut as part of a noncompetition agreement. Ox was a cock-docker hiding from a rival sex resort fearing a hormonal jihad.

Like his dad always said, “Bullshit is fertile ground.”

No. Ox had been straight from square one. He had come looking for a fresh start, and he had more than earned one.

And then the third night, Runt heard his partner’s voice.
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Runt woke in the small hours to a soft sound from the other side of the dark habitat, a low thrumming like a subsonic lullaby heard through limestone.

Is it outside?

Runt rolled on top of the throb coming through the bed and the floor. He could feel it more in his skeleton than his eardrums, the vibration nearly but not quite a sound. It couldn’t be a machine because the rumble had a slow melody. He tried to make his eyes and brain focus on the source.

Oh.

Ox lay stretched out on the bench, singing under his breath, a bass rumble just above purring. It was the first vocal sound he’d made since arriving on their island. Until that moment, Runt had assumed that a brood farm had cut Ox’s voice box, or that some prison had mutilated him as a punishment. Silence was his only handicap, if it could be called so.

Runt turned the lamp on low and the deep crooning stopped.

Ox rolled over and his craggy face popped up above the arm of the bench, red with shame and apology. He looked cramped on the holo-vid seating.

“That’s nice. Oi! That was nice.”

Ox patted his chest, his throat and chest pinked, and shook his head once in denial. He looked at the floor.

“Yes, you. I didn’t know you could do that. You were singing.”

This time, Ox bobbed his head once and a stubbled smile flickered there for a split second. Content again, he curled on his side and tugged the polyblanket up to his massive pectorals, the fabric snagging on one stiff nipple.

The singing didn’t resume. Instead, Ox rolled his giant skull on the seat, rubbing his scalp in a soothing scrape that seemed to relax him until he settled.

Like a big cat.

Runt felt conscious of the enormous span of unused bed around his compact body . . . the near-meter between the bottom of his feet and the end of the foam pad. 

Don’t.

Runt sat up in the sleep-space’s dim bluish light from the clock on the ceiling. The sheets were cool and slightly damp. The first of the suns would rise in a few hours.

Don’t say it.

Across an acre of chilly, gritty sheets, Runt watched Ox’s blunt fingers uncurling as a doze stole over the strapping body on the other side of the habitat, so huge but so fragile. Seeds of doubt looked for purchase in Runt’s chest.

On the bench, Ox twitched and curled tighter, his breathing slow and even, his enormous ribcage filling with damp salt air like a gift. He purred lightly with the simple pleasure of filling his lungs. The bench looked rigid and small underneath him.

Something alien bloomed behind Runt’s ribs and he didn’t recognize his own voice when it rasped the words, “Ox? You cold?”

Ox didn’t turn to shake his head, but it was a definite no.

 “I mean, it’s a pretty big bed here.” Runt felt stupid, but now that he’d started, he couldn’t figure out how to stop. “That is, if you wanted. That’s all. Warmer, I mean. Nothing funny.” His face felt hot, like he was blushing, but hopefully the blue dimness hid it.

On the bench across the habitat, Ox turned all of himself over and stared back at Runt from the shadows with glassy eyes. His face looked stiff, almost scared.

Of what? His fists look as big as my head. Runt propped himself on his elbows so they could see one another.

“C’mon. If you promise not to piss the sheet, or crush me with your dinosaur cock, I mean . . . Ox?”

Ox rolled to his knees on the floor, on all fours. His joints cracked. A smile crept over his rugged jaw.

Runt blinked. For one moment, staring at the open face, he had the uncanny feeling that he knew what young Ox had looked like as a teenager digging in the mines, with speech, still, and more human dimensions.

Ox stared at him one last time, asking the question with his hard eyes. Those crazy pheromones ghosted in the air between them, but Runt clamped down on the sweet tickle.

What’s it like to have so much power inside your skin?

Runt shivered but didn’t blink at the big goon. He nodded once and scooted across, giving Ox plenty of bed to claim.

Suddenly he felt like an idiot for letting Ox sleep crumpled the past couple nights, and even more ashamed that Ox hadn’t complained. For a moment, Runt felt even smaller than he actually was.

Ox climbed onto the thick foam pad and clung to the edge as though trying to take up as little space as possible with that humongous body. Even on the broad bed, his feet hung off the end unless he bent his knees.

“You’ll roll off, shitwit.” Runt tugged him onto the mattress with a hand too stubby to even grip the beefy bicep. “We got acres of mattress here.”

Ox scootched over a few centimeters. Even at that distance, the bed felt exponentially warmer.

Again Runt yearned for the soft, sweet-smelling clone wife that his lonely bed deserved, for the litter of kids they’d have in a couple years. He could be patient ’til then. Oh well: you lose some and you lose some more.

Looking over, Ox’s face softened, his mouth a slender bend of satisfaction revealing a deep dimple under his twinkling eyes in the bluish glow from overhead. The warm smile creased his blunt features and made him ugly-adorable as a bulldog puppy.

Or not ugly at all.

The fuck? Runt clamped down on that thought, rolling back to look at the ceiling. Where had that come from? He lay there, watching the seconds tick by on the ceiling clock’s indigo digits, feeling not-alone for the first time since they dumped him on HD10307-E in Andromeda’s hair.

Ox finally gave in, scooting closer until only a meter separated them. The yeasty musk of him filled the sleep-space. Not unpleasant, but insistently male. With his friend beside him, Runt didn’t feel small anymore. Ox rubbed his head against the pillow, relaxing himself again and burrowing deeper until he slept.

And after that night, that’s how they slept after working together all day. 

Sharing the sleep-space should have been awkward because Ox was so damn enormous, and because Runt had an orphan’s habit of sliding toward any warm bulk when he was asleep. A little freaky at times, but they were both adults, right?

Runt knew he snored, but Ox almost seemed to prefer it to silence. Gradually, Runt realized that his cofarmer loved being close to anything that hummed or purred: motors, thunder, ventilation, transport . . . That made some kind of sense: if his parents had been sub-terrain miners, he’d grown up with the seismic drills. Any low rhythmic vibration calmed him like a mechanical lullaby. And sometimes Ox sang, crooning-purring to himself in that subsonic drone that calmed Runt too.

Most days, Ox was up and washed and dressed before Runt woke, so it hardly affected Runt’s routine. Runt realized Ox remained anxious to protect their individual privacy much as they could. Someone had taught him to be a polite mutant. 

Not miners, surely?

Sure . . . a couple of mornings, Runt woke up with an eyeful of Ox’s pisshard bobbing in the air above the soft pubes like a fucking telecom post. Odd’s Gods! Forty centimeters it had to be, and eighteen around, nearly big as Runt’s forearm; fat, warm testes hung like tan lemons in the loose hairy sac beneath. Scared the hell out of Runt the first few times he saw it surging over the sheets like a sea beast, but Ox bobbed his head in apology and was quick to cover himself.

Pretty soon Runt wasn’t even panicked by Ox’s hefty bone anymore. Even soft, it was easily three times bigger than his. And though both of them masturbated, they did so discretely outside the shared quarters. Morning stiffs didn’t matter. 

Overnight, possibilities sprouted underfoot like weeds.

Ox turned out to be a fucking machine with unbelievable endurance and pain tolerance, which was lucky because for all that bulk, he injured himself almost hourly. With his help, solar panels went up in four hours instead of four days. The giant wasn’t quick to adapt, but he had a knack for thoughtful strategy when he stayed calm.

By the end of the first week, they’d cleaned the eelbeds properly for the first time in seven months and replanted the seaweed grove that had been picked off by scavengers with Runt working alone. Ox prepped another kilometer stretch of the cove that could take on another species once they branched out from these conger hybrids.

Two weeks to the day of Ox’s arrival, when Runt brought a few kilos of chopped kudzu-lentil leaves to a new litter of caterpillars, he discovered something by accident, and he discovered it alone.

Upslope, Ox had another three hectares to fertilize. Runt had come down early to check the terminal for a HardCell purchase order that was two days late and stopped at the hive with the leaves on his way home.

After spreading damp fistfuls over the pupal trays, he stood in the cool dark watching the bee-moths dozing on the walls. The glare from the doorway hurt his eyes, but crouched in the dim hive and listened to the queen beeping and clicking, he felt himself begin to nod off.

Just for a minute.

Runt stretched out on his back on the cool sand. The pale constellations of dreaming moths shifted overhead as they flexed their wings and waited for night. 

Then a caterpillar caught his eye, not on the trays but on the wall. It crawled down one of the new walls Ox had welded together out of his transport container and planted directly in the earth. The caterpillar drew Runt’s eye, but the knife kept it.

Knife?

It lay on the sandy floor against the wall. A vat-grown bone grip, its blade hid inside like a stiletto, but not steel. This was a sonic knife, which made molecular cuts using vibration focused with atomic precision. Squeeze the grip and the blade would shisk into position. Piercing noise, literally, and it cost a small fortune.

The shining caterpillar inched over the burnished ivory curve. Without a hand to wield it, the blade stayed out of sight. The weapon was so intelligent, a pro could cut an artery almost without breaking the skin. A distinguished end to any career.

Chance’s pants!

He crawled to the hive corner and found a gap in the wall a few centimeters from the knife. A panel had popped in the heat. Runt tugged it open.

And saw a small box of death. He knew full well what he was looking at: a high-end HardCell retirement package, the kind they issued to noncompetition assassins to eliminate heads of state. A kill-kit straight out of a holo-vid, half-open and tucked inside the wall. High temperatures had loosened the lid and the knife had fallen free. 

Easily worth an island or two.

Even as a spaceport runaway, he’d never seen so much slaughter per square millimeter. Careful not to trip any booby traps, Runt lifted the case out and opened it on the sand. 

He saw a fully stocked murderer’s toy box: hitwire, smart-darts, a pair of grenades, four stacked tubes of neurotoxins, a set of throwing daggers, adrenal pens, even a plasma shunt. All of the materials were organic with no actual metal anywhere, so you could walk this through any security scan. A fortune in death buried here under the insects. This case must have arrived with Ox, hidden in his container.

Ox marks the spot, huh?

Had Ox hidden them on purpose? Ox would never have wasted such valuable tools. He might not even know what was concealed in the walls of his transport. Why leave them out here if he had known? HardCell didn’t fritter away resources. A mix-up at transport, maybe. A robbery or retirement gone wrong. Ox wasn’t a killer. He couldn’t be . . .

Runt picked up the fallen sonic knife. Even in his hands, the cloned-bone weight felt elegant and certain . . . like peaceful resignation. Every corporate executive dreamed of this kind of stylish termination. He popped it back in its cradle next to the other unhappy endings.

He shook his head. His giant partner must’ve welded the kill-kit into the walls by mistake. He had no idea and HardCell had packed them in error or wanted these things lost. Maybe these were evidence in some trial and some swanky corporate lawyers wanted them offworld.

Unless they did belong to Ox. Unless the weapons were a key to the past he couldn’t discuss. If Ox wanted to kill him, he stood no chance. 

Except, he hasn’t killed me.

Runt closed the case, then opened it. Best if he said nothing about it to Ox. If the weapons were his, the discovery would antagonize him, and if they weren’t, the kill-kit might make him nervous or give him a reason to make Runt nervous.

No.

This retirement package had become an expensive brick in a hive wall and Runt chose to leave it there. If Ox decided to explain, he’d listen, but he certainly didn’t want to create a crisis with the farm climbing toward solvency. 

Runt clicked the case shut, shouldered the wall to close the gap, and promised himself to come out with a hammergun and seal it properly, first thing this afternoon.

He moved the rogue caterpillar-snoop back to the trays and its leafy lunch.

When he got back to the habitat, the HardCell order blinked on his terminal and Runt forgot about the deadly kit . . . until much later.
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With Ox’s oversized hands clearing away the grunt work, Runt managed to sneak up sideways on some of their larger problems. He engineered a new well system that watered the germination racks and simultaneously purified the ocean water for intake. He rigged extra storage space for harvests within the pumice cliff that sheltered their habitat. He constructed an eel nursery in the greenhouse that halved production time on both produce and protein. 

Runt knew he made mistakes more often, but like all children who grow up in spaceport alleys, he specialized in cutting corners and creative solutions. He found ways to own the land so the land stopped owning him.

By the end of week three, they began to rely on each other as a matter of habit. Cooperating with a giant made him feel bigger, not smaller. Runt stopped surviving and began growing.

For once, HardCell’s ploy worked: they were a perfect team, even in temperament, and they learned each other quickly. Ox lived with a short fuse and got frustrated with himself easily, so Runt learned to keep him calm when they tackled tough jobs together.

A kind of balance stole over the farmstead. Ox came to Runt for miracles; Runt relied on Ox for focus. Productivity improved exponentially and Runt couldn’t remember how he’d been able to live out here alone.

The future took root.

Ox relaxed more, and didn’t hurt himself as often. Runt finally slept regular hours and woke rested, making fewer catastrophic mistakes and rigging crazy solutions to save labor.

Ox liked to hear Runt’s stories about the spaceport or soldiering. He’d seen some kind of combat himself; the scars on his hands were testament to that, but the larger man’s history stayed off-limits.

Runt knew better than to pry, although he did spend more time than he ought trying to figure out how all this manpower had wound up transplanted to planetoid HD10307-E somewhere in Andromeda’s hair.

Some things are better buried. But some things grow.

When Ox had relaxed some, his knotty sense of humor blossomed as unexpectedly as sea orchids under the tropical suns. As it turned out, he had an appetite for elaborate practical jokes that took prep and patience: mud fights, sea-slugs in the underwear, tickle-tackling Runt in the surf until he wept and begged.

Ox had a poker face like granite and his laughter was silent too; as each goofy ambush unfolded, his guarded chuckle would build and build in his broad chest. Finally his huge smile would crack open and he’d guffaw ’til he choked and crowed . . . even though he never made a sound.

Runt loved to see Ox laughing so much that he came to look forward to the teasing with a kind of comic masochism. Eventually he didn’t even mind being the brunt of so many pranks, and stopped trying to match them. Ox’s affectionate ribbing became part of the cadence of their workdays.

Runt’s anxieties about his cofarmer made the farm funnier somehow, not quite knowing if the kill-kit would appear. Ox never threatened him or shirked his chores, but the potential violence made gentler jobs seem demented. Sometimes Runt thought of the hidden kill-kit and his laughter teetered on the edge of hysteria, but he stopped minding, mostly.

At some point, though he couldn’t say when, Runt forgot that Ox couldn’t talk. They certainly had entire conversations without Ox speaking a word. And Runt found that he talked less, even to himself. There was no need. They grew to be like mismatched brothers and worked together in a kind of seamless symbiosis, until Runt couldn’t remember living solo or wanting to.

As the weeks became a month, the two went from cofarmers to bosom friends. Ox’s HardCell ID indicated they were nearly the same age, with Ox a few years older, but oddly enough, the larger man proved more reckless and playful. For once in Runt’s stupid life he needed to be the grown-up, dressing Ox’s hourly wounds and forcing the bigger man to eat and rest. 

Then again, Ox tackled so much of the grunt work and put up with Runt’s addiction to trashy advertainment. He sat through any formulaic crap so long as Runt scratched Ox’s head like an overgrown cat while some lame holo-vid ran.

Eventually, Runt knew Ox better than he’d ever known another living person, better than his parents or his platoon or the other runaways at the spaceport even, yet knew next to nothing about Ox’s past. Mostly Runt didn’t notice, but sometimes the curiosity grew into a maddening itch. Ox hadn’t offered, and Runt knew better than to nose around. No telling what he’d find and no part of it his business.

One afternoon, Runt did find Ox’s HardCell contract in their data terminal, mostly by accident. He almost wished he hadn’t, but he couldn’t stop himself swiping a look-see.

He hadn’t intended to snoop, but the terms were right there, and as usual, his curiosity clobbered his scruples and he took a peek. They were partners after all; his nosiness was purely friendly. It wasn’t like Ox chatted about his past. Not like he really could, right?

“Gods!” Runt leaned forward, knowing he shouldn’t be looking at all.

According to the HardCell agreement, the Terraformation division had recruited Ox actively, offering him a double stock option as bait and a bonus for signing! 

In light of his superior genetics, probably. That made sense, and if Runt felt a little jealous, that made sense too. Only fair. He finishes four times the work I can. If anything, Runt rode Ox’s oversized coattails. They’d both be voting shareholders one day, so it hardly mattered.

So who is he?

A mutant question mark, it seemed. The rushed agreement contained more holes than data. Apparently, his cofarmer had met and signed with HardCell on the spot and shipped from New Baghdad, which explained the surprise arrival.

He left in a fucking hurry.

Ox would be back any second.

Again Runt combed through the contract from the beginning. Apparently, Ox had DNA-signed and verified his identity with three tissue samples: blood, hair, bone. A legal employee at least. Hrmm. Not a clone or vat-grown, but obviously more than natural. So . . . the genetic augmentation predated the HardCell contract. 

C’mon, c’mon.

Hitting it a line at a time, Runt dug through the legal-speak for any kernels of info. Former occupation: unknown. Training: unknown. Associates: unknown. Vitals: anomalous. Duh. His physiognomy every bit as superhuman as it seemed, yet no cause or clarification given. No diseases. No parasites. No allergies. 

No assets. 

But the receipts were attached. As soon as he’d signed, Ox had spent half that fat bonus up front, buying the overstuffed container of bleeding-edge biodesign.

A peace offering? A bribe? Bait?

No details on the erotic pheromone splice. No mention of the damaged voice. No explanation of his wealth. No note about the bleeding-edge assassin gear stashed in the hive wall. 

Runt flicked his eyes to the door and raced to reread the digital document once more before Ox walked in and caught him prying into his private life. Every question Runt thought he’d quelled branched and tangled in his imagination.

No criminal record. A witness? A refugee?

Growling in frustration, Runt scanned the rows of dates and numbers on the terminal’s screen, trying to intuit his partner’s story between the stats.

Was Ox in hiding? Had he run from something or toward this? Why buy so much equipment? What drove him to maroon himself here as a laborer rather than work as a brood-stud or a high-performance bounty hunter? Had HardCell demoted him from skilled services to employee? Who sent the deadly retirement package and for what possible purpose? And what the fuck could make a pre-citizen that enhanced into a fugitive? 

Ox might have been born on that beach the day Runt almost killed him. 

Hsssssst.

The front door whisked open and daylight sliced across the habitat’s molded plasticrete interior.

Blinded, Runt almost bit through his tongue in panic. He closed the digital contract with a nervous jerk that made his heart thump and his stomach turn inside out.

Ox stepped through the doorway covered in grease, with no suspicions or questions other than lunch. A deep scratch on one beefy forearm needed disinfecting.

Runt would never ask, but he wondered: what had Ox escaped?

Something fuck-awful.

Feeling stupid and guilty, Runt winked a hello and sent HardCell the request for harvest pickup. Two weeks early! With Ox on board, they had beaten the executives and saved both their lives. 

As Ox went to the cook-space to start the digi-wok, the bigger man nodded. 

Runt nodded back automatically, though as he did, he wondered if he might have just agreed to something he couldn’t understand.
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Ox astonished Runt constantly.

The fifth week, in the middle of a scorched morning when the beach blinded and the waves churned soupy hot, Ox waded out to the sandbar and strangled a four meter eel with his big bare hands. His mighty body shone in the water like a statue . . . Laocoön wrapped in serpents. Impossibly primal and potent, the way advertainments tried to make men seem.

If Runt hadn’t witnessed the kill with his own eyes, he might have doubted it was even possible, and Ox did it as a present for Runt.

Midmorning, while they were baling bamboo, Runt complained about wanting fresh meat instead of paste and freeze-dried kibble; forty minutes later, when they were headed down to the greenhouse, Ox bolted before Runt could react.

Without warning, the larger man took off at a jog and dove into the surf. 

Luck’s fuckery, I wasn’t serious.

Ox cut through the waves like a spear and then, arcing up a moment for momentum, plunged below the surface.

Shitwit.

Runt knew his cofarmer could swim. They’d done plenty of undersea repairs together. But without his gear, even seaboots, Ox could be mauled badly. The adult eels got aggressively territorial and they could take a finger or worse. And eel blood could be deadly. Runt had only harvested full-grown eels with equipment. And this herd had remained too small to consider regular harvest.

A queasy feeling in the pit of his gut, Runt walked straight down to the water expecting the worst. Whoosh! A spray of water and Ox popped to the surface wrestling with a pissed-off male, its mandibles chewing the air. These conger hybrids could weigh up to fifty kilos, but Ox lifted it like a data cable in the churning water. He pulled it to the shallows and got his feet under him, two predators knotted together.

Ox managed to loop part of the iridescent body around one superhuman triceps. Blood ran from his hands and arms, smearing his torso. 

“Crazy . . . That’s crazy.” Runt whispered to himself. “Impossible.” 

The creature managed to flip loose, then arched up and snapped close.

Runt winced and almost shouted a warning.

Just in time, Ox’s skull jerked back and his face hardened into a savage mask Runt had never seen before. His tremendous sinews braced with brutal purpose.

Fuck me.

Muscle coiling, the creature put up a fierce struggle as it lunged at Ox with a buzzsaw mouth, frantic to get back under the waves where it could breathe. The tail whipped the greenish water and Ox’s abdomen, leaving raw stripes. 

Ox froze; he seemed to be waiting for a signal from the slithering beast. Abruptly, he caught its other end behind the skull, snapping its neck clean in one pitiless mitt.

The thrashing stopped.

Ox stood breathing hard in the breakers about fifteen meters out. That terrible mask melted from him with every lungful until he beamed in triumph.

Runt cheered and whooped on the shore, his voice echoing off the endless hot surf.

Ox strode back through the shallows with the eel’s silvered length draped over his shoulders like a rubbery mantle.

Watching his cofarmer return to the cove, Runt had the strangest sensation: a kind of foreknowing, as if he and Ox were immortal and ancient in this alien place. The suns hammered down on them both, beating their skin into identical bronze. At this distance they even seemed the same size, perfectly matched, the entire horizon bookended between them equally.

Runt knew something then, but exactly what he couldn’t say . . . something about here and now, about Ox plowing through the surf on his huge sturdy legs, the water glittering on all his hair, his wide sunburned grin aimed at his partner and the shore. 

For an endless moment, Runt imagined the crooked corporation had folded and they’d been forgotten, laughing and living together under these perfect suns, waiting for wives that would never come, happily hunting fresh meat at the sharp edge of the galaxy.

While Ox swam back dragging his quarry ashore, Runt cleared the sunken fire pit he’d only used when he first arrived. It had sat scorched and cold since he’d realized grilling for one seemed like a waste of wood.

Ox strode naked across the sand, his tread slapping from the shore to the fire. Drops of water hung in his chest hair and his hair was gold in the sun. The eel was so long that even draped over his shoulder, its tail still trailed the ground, drawing a thin stripe beside his enormous footprints. 

Runt felt like he’d stepped into an adventure holo-vid. He’d split bamboo into spits and soaked them in seawater by the time Ox reached the edge of the fire pit. Runt looked up with a grateful smile.

Ox coiled the eel like heavy rope and deposited it on a flat rock and nodded, just once, though no question had been asked. Veins stood visible along his throat and arms. He sat in the sand breathing hard.

Using his work blades, Runt butchered the fatty meat right on the beach. He had already managed to get a fire going. He skewered the pale flesh with chunks of raw mango. In a matter of minutes, Ox’s prize was dressed and sizzling on the grill.

“You should star in advertainments, ya big bastard.” Runt gathered the bones and scraps and tossed them into the eelbeds for chum. Nothing wasted. “Chance’s pants! We’d make ten fortunes.” 

Ox grinned but shook his head and patted the ground as if he liked it just fine.

“Their blood’s poisonous, y’know. Ya gotta be careful.”

While the meat and fruit seared slowly, Runt massaged those tremendous arms and shoulders with antibiotic ointment and bandaged Ox’s raw hands. 

Eating their own livestock was a miraculous step for their farmstead, and they both knew it. For the first few years, terraformers purchased supplies on credit from HardCell, borrowing against their future output. Eventually, cofarmers were able to live off the eels and soy and other products they harvested; ’til then, each crate pushed the profit point further away. For Runt, this impromptu lunch seemed like the future pushing into the sunlight.

When lunch was ready, Ox opened his hands to accept a kebab, but his blunt fingers looked too lacerated to eat.

Runt didn’t blink. Pulling a buttery bite from the skewer, he fed Ox with his hands like a slave. “Open up.”

Ox squinted in confusion, but did as told, allowing his partner to place the perfect smoky flesh on his tongue. Hungry as ever, he sucked the steaming eel out of Runt’s grip, then licked the calloused fingers clean. A cat’s grin.

Runt laughed. “Oi! If you bite me, I’ll grill your fat knob.”

Eyes closed, Ox nodded again, chewing in bliss. 

So Runt fed him, hamming it up. He didn’t pause to eat himself until the big man made him. 

Then Runt took his first bite of the livestock he’d raised for a year and a half.

Oh.

He knew the succulent white meat had been biodesigned for nutrition, but the buttery sweetness exploded in his mouth. Real food! And the charred mango . . . He hadn’t realized how hungry he was for a meal that didn’t come pre-chewed out of a bag.

Ox reached for another skewer, but Runt stopped him. “Hey! Don’t hurt yourself. I won’t let you starve.”

The giant rolled his eyes.

“Spokestars shouldn’t have to feed themselves.” Runt alternated between them, enjoying the food and sharing it, serving and smearing a greasy, hilarious mess that covered them both chest to chin. They filled themselves to bursting and belches. 

By the time they’d finished, Ox had consumed three times the amount Runt could, and even so, enough barbecued protein remained to feed them for days.

Odd’s Gods, I’m blessed.

Runt almost dozed off right there in the sunny sand beside his cofarmer when he was suddenly smothered in hairy muscle. “Agh!”

Ox had tackled Runt like a depraved goon. Scooping up his undersized partner, he ignored all squirms, cackles, and protests and dragged them both into the warm waves to wash.

Runt’s body reacted immediately to skin contact and the slippery churn of the water and he made sure to stay a little apart. No need to embarrass either of them with the rammer he’d gotten from breathing Ox’s pheromones and ingesting all that fresh flesh like a barbarian.

But Ox wanted to play, splashing and grunting like a happy sea monster and then dragging them both back to the gleaming beach to dry, rubbing Runt’s full belly in gratitude as they dozed off under twin suns on an ivory scimitar of sand.
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When Runt’s lids drifted open, the sand had cooled and blue-black night had crept up on them; he still felt sleepy and pleasantly unhungry. 

About two meters away, Ox had built another small fire out of dry bamboo. The giant sat cross-legged beside him, looking up at the sky and smiling at something secret. He half-reclined, braced on his heavy arms, his face tipped back to see the sky. One powerful thigh lay pressed against Runt’s ribs.

 “Stars seem all wrong here.” Runt spoke softly as he rolled over, so Ox wouldn’t be startled. But of course, Ox never got startled; he just turned and shook his head once, wrinkling his brow into a question.

“Not bad-wrong, but I mean, I forgot about stars back when HardCell shipped me out. Nothing was where I’m used to it. Because we’re so far from the system where I grew up.” Runt looked back at the spark-spattered black overhead.

“If I was home, y’know . . . the solar system I come from, I’d point toward here—” Runt patted the creamy sand as he’d pat a horse. “—and call this patch of the sky Andromeda ’cause of some old character, but it’s only Andromeda when I’m back there looking up at here.”

Out before them, the black water and the black night glittered and shifted. None of the moons had risen. The only sound was the murmur of the breakers licking the manmade sand.

“But living in Andromeda, everything’s different. Not a story. We aren’t, I mean, which seems stupid because we’re the jamhandles living here.”

Behind thick lashes, Ox’s eyes stayed on Runt’s mouth making the words.

“What does Andromeda have to do with eels or farming or anything? Nothing. Plus the constellations are all different anyhow.”

Ox shook his head and took a breath that filled his massive chest, a half smile on his lips.

Runt shifted into a crouch by the smoky fire and rubbed his hands on his thighs. He sat back, planting his butt in the chilly sand between the snapping flames and Ox’s solid warmth.

“Do you know the story, then? The Andromeda one.”

Behind him, Ox pressed his broad palm to Runt’s back. A few glowing bee-moths hovered near the fire, tracking mauve streaks.

 “In this old advert, a Greek company. Like—” Runt squinted at the stars again trying to remember. He knew he was stalling so they could stay out a bit longer, muttering old nonsense between the sea and sky. “Andromeda was this executive’s daughter and they made her marry a sea monster. Just shipped her off like a crate of soy. See? Sounds pretty crap to me. But then she might’ve been a cheap clone and didn’t know any better. Dunno. You tired?”

Ox shook his head and patted Runt’s thigh with an eel-torn hand, inviting him to sit closer against the cold.

“Then this boy-wonder from a rival company sees her. He’s coming back from some headhunting interview-whatsit. He sees this daughter chained up, retires the family monster. Like that!” Runt snapped his fingers. “Steals her contract and marries her. Crazy. Then he becomes an executive.”

Runt leaned against that shoulder, their weight pleasantly teepeed together, then turned to nod, as if Ox had asked a question.

Ox seemed to be holding his breath; his damp lips parted as if ready to agree.

The smoky mango and eel grease on them both still smelled starchy-delicious in the salt air.

 “You imagine! Some slave-wife? All she did was get transported and shackled to some rock by the sea and they named a whole pile of stars after her. Hundreds of suns. Yeah? Corporate propaganda, probably. Or someone’s mistress.” Runt chuckled. “Andromeda didn’t even build anything or manage anything or terminate anything. Seems like a shite reason to label all these solar systems. Or this place.”

Behind him, he felt Ox nod once, like always. Felt the breath swell Ox’s ribcage where it pressed against his own. 

“And she’s got nothing to do with us, has she? Like maybe she was the old-time sponsor of clone wives or something . . . Or crates . . . Or monsters.” He bumped Ox’s big shoulder lightly with his own, making them both grin. “But only if you’re near Earth. They aren’t her stars really.”

Ox chuffed in agreement or pleasure or interest.

Runt felt a huge smile split his face before he knew it was coming. He nodded to himself, eyes on the sky.

“Then again, Andromeda only owns the stars if you’re standing in one place in the whole universe, otherwise she’s not here at all, is she? Except in our heads, yeah? Everything belongs somewhere else ’cause the place is different. No maps. New dragons.”

Something big splashed in the dark waves about a half-kilometer out. Eel romance, probably. The dome of stars shimmered overhead as if a breeze were stirring a field of bright blossoms with midnight leaves.

“Nothing lost.” Runt sighed and hunted for patterns in the unfamiliar skyscape. New constellations. “Ox . . . What do you reckon clone wives dream about?”

Ox shrugged and shook his head, once.

Runt thought about the family he’d be able to have once they’d tamed this place. “Fresh food probably. No fists.” He smiled to himself, and imagined Ox was too. “Free stars.”

As if in response, Ox lifted his hand, slowly pointing, and Runt turned to look—Asteroid? Lightning?—only he wasn’t pointing. His hulking cofarmer held very still, his muscular arm extended, as a velvety bee-moth walked along his scarred finger. 

Runt smiled at the almost paternal affection on Ox’s bulldog face and kept silent and still so he wouldn’t startle their luminous visitor. 

The pollination moth’s furry mauve body paced in jerky steps on the back of the giant hand like a curious mutt scenting prey. HardCell’s redesign showed clearly. The insect seemed sturdier up close, its back broader, its wingspan wider, its phosphorescence brighter.

Ox lifted his cut knuckles carefully for a better look, his lips just barely twitching in involuntary pleasure. This critter featured the intricate Greek markings of the newest brood, the sharp black letters identifying its batch and lab of origin. The date of Ox’s arrival.

How did I ever think he was a murderer?

Slowly, slowly, Ox rolled his hand so it could investigate the cuts and the sweet grease there. Its head bobbed along Ox’s lifeline, tapped the mound of his enormous thumb. The lettered wings pumped the air experimentally, but it didn’t lift off. Ox’s face glowed with protective pride; these new bee-moths worked as hard as he did. They would change this world.

We will.

It took wing, floating on the hot air above the bamboo fire and then hooking back toward the orchards to busy itself.

They both turned to watch it, but only Ox made a sound then: a low happy rumble like his night-singing. 

The little blaze had died to papery embers, the wood too soft to burn long. The sand felt hard against Runt’s rear, and Ox soft beside him.

Ox turned to ask a silent question by raising his eyebrows.

Runt shook his head. “Nah. It’s nice out here.”

Just a little longer now.

Eventually they did extinguish the little fire and trek back home, where they fell into overfed sleep in under twenty seconds.

In the small hours, after the smallest of three moons rose high and violet outside, Runt jerked awake. Stealthy movement had woken him: a tremor or a noise. At the door? No. A childhood spent on the street had taught him to track disturbances.

Then something shook the bed again.

At first he thought Ox was rubbing his head on the pillow in his sleep as he sometimes did, but then he recognized the furtive motion and smiled . . . Cracking one eye open and shifting his head slightly, Runt got confirmation in the indigo glow from the ceiling clock.

Someone’s having a tug . . .

Sure enough, Ox gripped his fat club in one meaty fist, quietly but steadily polishing his knob with the other palm. The foreskin had pulled back from the engorged head and the veins stood out along its length. He didn’t stroke the shaft or jerk his loose skin quickly, just continued a slow silent rub of the glans. His plump, tan scrotum was so tight that his nuts barely moved. He was obviously trying not to move too much or breathe too loudly. The musky seawater scent and whisper of friction filled the air. His heavy testes hugged the base as he strained patiently toward climax.

Pretending to shift in his sleep, Runt rolled his head a little further so he could watch more easily. Natural curiosity and all.

In the faint lights of the habitat instruments, Ox froze with a look at his bedmate. He opened his mouth to keep even his breath silent. The big man almost stopped moving, just tickling the small sensitive fold of foreskin under the moist crown, reflexively petting the nerves there with one calloused finger.

He’s too close to stop.

Runt stayed very still, waiting, waiting . . . Staring through his squint and keeping his breathing deep and slow as if dreaming still. He tried to feel offended or nervous that Ox was having a wank in their bed, but couldn’t manage it. He was happy mainly that Ox felt safe enough to find his pleasure this close. 

We’re guys. It’s natural.

Ox’s towering stalk flexed in his fist and he held his breath, still watching Runt for any sign of waking.

That thing . . . is a fucking fencepost.

Runt tried to imagine the holo-porn career a guy could build lugging around that kind of meat. He wasn’t into men, but some part of him wanted to touch it, just once. To know how it felt to milk pleasure out of something that gigantic. Runt’s mouth filled with saliva and he swallowed. Very quietly.

No. It’s a battering ram.

Ox looked back at his heroic shaft. Barely moving now and patient as a mountain, he kept shucking his foreskin slowly and fully. Millimeter by millimeter, he exposed the engorged, ruddy head to that deliberate, punishing polish. The yeasty pheromones filled the sleep-space.

They rewired his cock to smell so good.

Runt swallowed again, watching through squinted eyes. He wished he was brave enough to roll onto his back, grease his hand and tug in tandem. He was so horny all the time and finding a place to have a toss was near impossible. They were friends, so surely it wasn’t a worry. Maybe this was Ox’s way of raising the subject.

That thing’s gotta be hazardous to a woman’s health.

He glanced at Ox’s face in the dark, the clamped eyes and the sweaty brow. Could he really get off from that little stimulation? Runt would have lost his marbles at that pace; he tended to yank his own meat hard and shout when he got there.

But Ox seemed to know exactly how to get where he needed to go, teasing his pleasure to the surface like it was made of spun glass. Breath whistled between his clenched teeth as those bull balls tightened-tightened and his broad feet pushed into the bed to tip his pelvis.

Sure enough, half a minute later Ox gave a soft huff of relief and his orgasm arced in the darkness.

Runt couldn’t see the spray of semen, but he could smell the hot brine of it and the soft plip-thwip-plips as it spattered onto Ox’s hairy brawn. One stray drop hit Runt’s chest, but he didn’t move for fear of giving himself away. Odd’s Gods! He stayed frozen, letting the thick scalding droplet run down his ribs like melting wax. His own erection strained under the crumpled sheets.

Slowly . . . slowly . . . Ox relaxed each of his muscles with grinding patience, settling his weight back into the foam so gradually that for all his heft he barely seemed to move.

Runt realized there was no way Ox could clean up his load quietly.

Is he gonna sleep in it? Shit. What if he rolls over on me covered in his splooge?

But clever Ox had a solution. Not knowing that Runt was spying through slitted eyes, the spunk-slicked giant carefully and quietly and shamelessly scraped his juicy nut off his face and torso and bush and cleaned his fingers like a hulking, satisfied cat. 

By the time Ox had finished and began snoring lightly, Runt’s erection was a quivering spike that he was too nervous to touch. 

Conscious of the big warm beast a few centimeters away, Runt just rolled to press his face into his pillow and humped the sheets carefully until he began to doze off, praying he wouldn’t blow his load in his sleep.
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In the morning, Ox had beaten him out of bed again. 

By the time Runt rolled awake and stumbled naked toward the cook-space, Ox had begun preparing a quick breakfast of scrambled soy and seaweed. He wasn’t as skilled as Runt with the digi-wok, but nothing was more delicious than a breakfast you didn’t have to make.

Watching in contented silence, Runt didn’t bother to cover his pisshard at the table and Ox didn’t joke about it. Likewise, Runt didn’t say anything about the small patch of dried semen on the side of Ox’s throat. Or his swollen cock.

Checking on the food for an ETA, Runt took a whiff of his own pit and grimaced. The dark scrubby thatch on his head felt too long, three centimeters at least, enough to be hot. 

Ox bobbed his head, stir-frying sliced peppers and tofu in soy oil. He paused and held up ten fingers for ten minutes. Breakfast ready shortly.

Runt nodded and jerked his chin toward the wash-space, “I have time to grab a rinse?” And a hard wank.

Ox winked and raised one massive arm, smelled his own pit, and scowled. 

The tickle of hormone triggers ghosted over them both. He’d forgotten his anti-allergen dose.

“And how!” Runt chuckled. “Tell you what, I scrub up after, so you can go do your own bits . . . yeah?” 

Of course, Runt’s knob pressed a wet coin of seminal fluid on his stretchy sleep shorts as he stood. Neither man looked down at it. Runt’s precum was old news by now.

Ox seemed to prefer washing in the water under the little red sun. Something about the wide space and big sky, maybe? He bathed a couple of times a day, which seemed to help with the pheromones. So polite. 

Runt ducked into the wash-space and skinned out of his shorts as soon as the door shut. His cock bobbed in front of him, blind and adamant, reminding him about the pills. He spit-swallowed two to blunt the pheromonal itch. At least he hadn’t squirted in his sleep after spying on his partner’s stolen pleasure. 

Without a word spoken, they had crossed some kind of threshold in the night. Had Ox known he was awake? Again Runt wondered if Ox was trying to raise the subject of masturbation with his typical caution. Then again, maybe it had been on purpose. 

Grabbing the clippers, Runt ran them over his head haphazardly. He felt with his hands for any patches he might have missed and quickly buzzed his thick hair down to dark stubble. 

The glossy clippings covered the floor: dark seal brown even without being wet. Even two suns never managed to lighten his hair.

Better.

He looked at the ceiling and jets overhead snicked on; the hot cascade pelted his scalp and shoulders. 

He pumped a dollop of antibacterial lotion and lathered himself, trying to keep from getting distracted. 

Get it over with and get on with the damn day.

He pumped his shaft quickly, rushing himself to orgasm with mechanical urgency. After about forty-five seconds of tugging, his muscles bunched, his balls tightened, and semen drooled out of him in thick blobs. 

The climax felt more like blowing his nose than satisfaction. Nothing at all like the patient, perfect polish Ox had given himself last night.

His cock stayed stiff. Runt licked his lips. 

Trying to stifle his unrelenting hormones, he made himself catalog the kill-kit in his mind, the blades and poisons HardCell had sent to retire some other employee. Nothing sexy there.

Ox hadn’t used it, but someone else could, some idiot with the wrong idea. Dispatch might send an assassin in the next crate or any after to finish the job. Or Ox might change his mind at any minute. 

Doubt sprouts.

Runt spat at the drain. As his ma used to say, “A man is just a life support system for assumptions.” And Runt knew he made the same mistakes as any man . . . Had done, except when his parents had died and he’d taken to the spaceport streets. In a crowd of villains, preconceptions were blood in the water. Assumptions cost too much. Better to keep your eyes open and your heart shut.

Runt had been battling this planetoid alone, and bad habits had sprung up like weeds; he’d let himself stand still and soften up before Ox came. As dumb as the greenest spaceport tourist, ripe for the pluck.

Except . . . No matter how many weapons Ox owned or retirements he’d executed, he’d demolished every one of Runt’s assumptions before they’d turned him into a stupid fossil on this rock at the ass end of the universe. 

The water stopped falling. Steam rolled in the small space.

When did I get so stupid?

As soon as the door swooshed open, Runt caught a whiff of sweet pepper and protein. Ox pointed him to his seat, his deep-set eyes flickering in confusion at something. 

What—?

Runt sat down, only then realizing he was still naked. He had forgotten his worksuit. His months of starvation had changed how he treated hot food, no two ways. “Gonna wind up a better cook than me, huh?” 

Ox’s bronze face pinked and wrinkled at the compliment; he shook his head. 

They ate in satisfied silence. Ox tugged at his sleep shorts awkwardly and dipped his head to steal a surreptitious sniff at his pits.

“C’mon! You don’t smell. Sheesh.” 

Ox finished and sat fidgeting, his plate still half full. No surprise there, he had to eat three times what Runt could.

“Not like I smell so pretty after I’ve showered.” Runt snorted and mock-gagged.

Ox scooped up another bite of scramble.

Standing up, Runt returned his dirty dishes to the cabinet. As soon as he’d sealed it, the cleaners thwicked on and he could hear the hot solvent sterilizing them for later.

Ox wolfed his breakfast. 

Runt knew he didn’t like to miss swimming under the red dwarf. He noticed that the giant’s hair had bleached almost gold in patches from working outdoors, though his chest and pubes stayed brownish. 

Probably getting hot.

Runt went to fetch the clippers and stood in the wash-space doorway. “Oi, big boy!” 

Ox turned, chewing, his face open. He nodded, once. His pulse throbbed in his stubbled throat.

“Wanna hack a couple centimeters off? Cool off some?” He pointed at Ox’s sun-streaked hair. “It’s getting too long to scratch properly.”

Ox swallowed a mouthful of spicy soy and stood.

Runt laughed and waved a hand to keep him seated. “Finish your feed. I just thought—”

But Ox just wiped his hands on his bare thighs and lumbered to the auto-privy. As he passed Runt in the door, he patted Runt’s fresh dark stubble in approval and winked.

High praise!

Runt shook his head, chuckling. 

The shower space was snug for two naked full-grown men, so Ox knelt, his face as high as Runt’s chest and not far from it.

Runt carded the sandy strands with his stubby, calloused fingers. “I’m not going to shave it. Fucking shame, really.”

Ox cocked his oversized head and raised quizzical eyes to Runt.

“Looks nice. This, I mean. The only gold we got out here.” Runt’s hands petted the soft gleam without thinking about it.

The kneeling hulk closed his eyes and shook his head, once.

Runt took his stroking hand away from Ox’s hair and looked at it like it belonged to some other man. “Last chance, knobjob.”

The warm skull butted Runt’s chest with impatience, as if to say, “Get on with it.”

Runt swallowed and realized his smooth chest was slick with sweat and his traitorous cock engorging in steady pulses. His skin sang. He stepped to the side so the damned thing wouldn’t nudge his overgrown partner. He started the clippers, and their drone filled the bathroom chamber.

Tension melted from Ox’s muscles and he gave a quiet huff of pleasure. His head rolled forward and he was breathing deeply through his mouth as if hypnotized.

He loves the hum.

Runt brought the clippers to Ox’s temple and pressed firmly, shearing a stripe of hair free and leaving a stubbled wake. Sandy strands floated to the floor around them. As he worked, he traced the result with his hands, just to clear the blondish clippings. The handsome head felt like warm granite under his fingers. “Now . . . you really do look . . . like a big spokestar. We’ll have talent scouts . . . making offers.”

Ox’s breath puffed against Runt’s arm, tickling.

Gradually, Runt’s breath slowed until it mirrored the rise and fall of Ox’s chest. With painstaking attention, he cleaned one side of the chiseled skull and then the other. 

Ox grunted occasionally. He licked his parted lips, slowly, slowly . . . His eyes moved behind the lids like he was watching something in his trance.

I wonder what.

When Runt reached the golden crown, he hesitated. Without thinking, he dragged his bitten fingernails across Ox’s top with the slow scrape the giant seemed to crave. His whisper was hoarse when he finally asked, “Ox? Can I leave a little shine up here?”

Ox’s face remained impassive as granite.

Runt waited a moment then asked again gently, using the man’s given name for the first time. “Oks’ayn . . . ?”

Between the buzzing clippers and the scrape of nails across his scalp, Ox needed a second before he answered with a woozy shrug. He couldn’t even open his eyes to smile. 

On the thick neck, Runt saw the streak of dried semen that Ox had missed in his wee-hour cat-bath. Runt’s stiff shaft finally forced him to stand back and step behind his friend. His mouth filled with saliva.

He was designed to be desirable. That’s all. Grown that way.

Ox’s head rolled as Runt stroked him, the stubbled jaw almost scraping Runt’s skin. The pink tongue snuck out to wet his lip.

We’ll have a hot shower, and then I can shave his face too.

The bathroom seemed to shrink and warm around them. Ox’s shorn hair was all over the floor like soft wheat, and his giant penis had started to chub awake as well.

Stop!

Runt stepped away, breaking his own trance. “That fluff’ll irritate your skin. You ought to rinse off. Go grab a quick swim as well, yeah?” 

Because I have to jerk off again.

Ox stood and seemed like he was about to say something, to ask something, but of course that was impossible. Runt turned his back and pretended to busy himself washing the clipped hairs off in the sink.

What do I know?

It wasn’t until he heard Ox go out the front door that he allowed himself to turn around and shut the door of the wash-space. Without even thinking, he knelt on the floor in Ox’s trimmings and pumped out another quick load, filling his lungs with his own itchy, delicious scent.
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All that day, Runt could feel Ox stealing sideways glances as they worked shoulder to shoulder on the new greenhouse and then again while they released a massive litter of squirmy eel pups into the cove. In the six weeks since Ox had arrived, the pups had darkened from glassy ribbons to silvery ropes.

So much time.

Ox stayed right beside him during each job they tackled.

Consequently, Runt never found a chance to sneak away to pull out the next urgent load. The need to ejaculate kept his senses on edge. He kept tugging at his sweaty crotch and couldn’t stop himself; it felt too fucking good.

Ox didn’t joke about that either.

Luck’s fuckery, eh?

Ox looked better for the grooming, and the gold hair left on top gleamed in the tropical suns. All morning he rubbed his scalp in unsecret pleasure, grinning at Runt and tapping his skull when their eyes met.

It does feel better.

Midmorning, a flock of six plasma barnstormers cut across the western sky: wide oyster-grey triangles moving so fast they tore the air.

Plankton bombing? Yeah. 

After wiring the new pigsty, the two cofarmers were returning a spool of data-cable to the shed fifty meters up the slope from the beach. 

The scream of the engines made them both turn, but Ox froze and blanched. 

There!

The six aircraft carved foamy stripes in the ocean wrinkling 200 meters beneath them. 

“It’s okay. Excellent even. We love plankton.” Runt gave him a thumbs up and a nod. He raised his voice a little above the intrusive whine. “The good guys.”

Ox didn’t even finish putting away the materials. Totally unlike him. The giant jogged to the shore, turning and raking the full horizon with guard-dog eyes.

For one second, Runt remembered the murder box welded into the wall of the hive. And just as immediately, he stopped himself. Those weapons had nothing to do with their life here.

Ox pivoted to watch the aircraft streak past, tracking long pale claw marks across the horizon.

In the barnstormers’s wake, Runt could see the jelly spheres fall from the sky like enormous quivering emeralds. The nine-meter blobs plummeted to the ocean floor before bursting, scattering designer phytoplankton and zooplankton across the seabed.

Runt nodded to reassure him. “When I was here solo, I used to look forward to the bombers because it meant other people lived here too. Stupid. But I grew up in crowds, and this place got—”

Ox squinted at Runt with solemn eyes. He bunched his mouth a second, like he was about to say the word.

Lonely.

The barnstormers spiraled to the south and the plankton bombing continued, but Ox stopped being nervous standing beside him on the rise looking down over the wave. Again, they stopped working to watch the gooey jewels plunge into the sea, seeding it with biodesigned critters ready to work as hard as they were.

Ox powered through their tasks, joking with Runt and stripping to the waist as the suns climbed into the sky. Never speaking, he made it unnecessary for Runt to speak either. He was just there exactly whenever needed all damn day, with a hand, a hammer, a fresh canteen, helping without being asked. The morning melted past in easy rhythm, the toil a shared pleasure. Ox stopped flinching as the plasma crew crisscrossed the horizon.

Later that afternoon, stringing nets for the kudzu to climb, they realized they needed a ladder. Just as Runt turned to trudge back downhill to the shed to fetch it, Ox shook his head, braced his legs, and beckoned. 

Without thinking, Runt took that hard hand and climbed his towering cofarmer like a tree, his calloused soles slipping a little on the wet muscle.

Ox laughed silently and braced Runt’s ankles—his enormous grip completely encircling them.

As soon as Runt stood firmly balanced atop his partner, the subsonic punch of six plasma engines made them both look up the slope—

Thwuuushhh-Thwuushhh-Thwush-Thwushh-Thwuuuushhh—

And another giant necklace of gleaming beads plunged into their ocean, burying treasure, seeding it with fresh life. The six plankton bombers had cut around behind the volcanic rise behind them, their contrails striping the candy-bright sky.

Under him, Ox gasped at the sight, his face tipped up in simple delight.

For no good reason, Runt waved in thanks, knowing they couldn’t see, but certain that Ox would have done the same if he could have spared a hand to do it.

Finally the barnstormers made an arcing slice toward the horizon, braiding their wakes in the cloudless air. Somewhere in the deeps, a trillion tiny lives stirred the dark water.

Thank you.

Ox turned back to the racks and stepped close.

Balanced nearly four meters in the air, Runt’s feet rode warm shoulders steady as stone, and he was able to hook the nets easily. He didn’t even feel small up there; he felt like they were a seamless team, a perfect match for anything thrown at them.

Ox took three steps back to check the hang along the length of the kudzu-lentils.

Runt glanced down and discovered that Ox had glanced up at the same instant. One nod, as always, only they did it in happy tandem. 

Snick. It was almost a real sound. The world focused to a sudden, still point. What was it? 

What is it?

For that one moment, Runt felt his hot soles on Ox’s burnished shoulders, the curl of Ox’s long fingers holding the bottom of his bunched calves, the sunlight shattered on the sea below. The wordless certainty spiraled into him.

Ox wants me. As a wife would. As a husband should. Runt grappled with the slippery idea and felt himself losing. 

The rest of the workday, Ox stayed close and stood guard over him. Ox stood aside on jobs where Runt was better suited. What vat-grown wife would ever match him this way?

We orbit each other. The way the two suns burning overhead made daylight.

Ox laughed silently at something then, and the goofy non-sound stole Runt’s breath.

They sent my mate after all.

More than once during that endless, horny day, Runt tried to remember the person he’d thought he was, the life he’d thought he had. He tried to find his imaginary vat-grown wife in his mind’s eye, to conjure up her lush bottom, her sweet skin, her blank smile, but she melted like a cobweb. His lust kept turning to the hairy beast beside him, salty and scarred. He couldn’t control his desire and he found he didn’t want to try. Ox’s hammering heat hung over him like those suns.

Lunch was quick, and afterward Ox insisted on checking the large sea traps by himself, leaving Runt to send a request for meat pickup. 

As he drafted the message for the incoming transport vessel, Runt ran the totals and realized they’d processed twice the meat and soy he’d managed the month prior. At this insane rate, the farm would turn a profit within a year.

Runt smiled to himself.

If HardCell could sculpt and mold this toxic knuckle of rock and gas into paradise, maybe life could happen anywhere. Maybe people came together the way deserts become jungles, the way seeds reach out-out-out toward a flower: by steady millimeters.

Ox is a miracle. My miracle.

Ox had poured himself into the farm, into Runt, filling the space waiting for him. If he had come to this island to hide from something, he’d found something here as well.

We both did.

Then Ox came back after dark, bleeding and naked.
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Runt went to the door and saw his partner’s gigantic worksuit crumpled and split on the ground just outside. 

Runt almost had a heart attack. His panic froze him there in the doorway while the gore drip-drip-dripped from Ox’s fingers onto the sand. His mouth dried, his breath stopped, and his chest seized. “Eel bite?”

Ox nodded, his face tight with pain. He was squeezing his upper arm tightly. Blood pooled between his rough fingers.

“Let’s have a look.” Runt said, peeling the big hand loose. 

Fresh blood welled between Ox’s knuckles, which he kept pressed firmly to slow the flow. Gore smeared all down Ox’s side, spattered across his corded thighs and on top of one wide foot.

For some reason, Ox kept his eyes on the ground as if apologizing for bleeding so close to the habitat.

Runt nodded, keeping his voice low and soothing. “They’re only defending the pups. You must’ve gotten too close to the nest. C’mon in.”

Ox refused to enter the habitat and make a mess. Beyond him, bright scraps fluttered in the dark distance over the crop terraces and kudzu racks; the glowing moths he’d hatched that first week were pollinating their fields.

Thlip-thlip. The blood peppered the sand.

Runt’s dry tongue licked drier lips. His pulse slowed to a painful thud that made him queasy. “I need to patch that skin. Come inside before you bleed out.”

Staring at Runt in apology and grimacing at the red-spattered threshold, Ox shook his head once, as if embarrassed that some dumb eel had gotten the better of him.

Runt knew the bite probably looked worse than it was, but he hated seeing Ox’s pain.

He’s fine. 

“Don’t be stupid, ya fucking ogre. C’mon. Odd’s Gods! You think I mind walking in your gravy?” Runt gripped the thick arm, his own hand red and slippery. “Else I’m gonna have to do a fucking amputation right here on the doorstep!”

Ox relented. Nodded once and let Runt tug him inside. His hand pressed against the wound itself and he didn’t seem able to move his hand. A slow dark seep slid from under the clenched knuckles.

“It’s just blood. I’ll wipe it up. Quit moaning.” Despite the large man’s protests, Runt sat him on their bed. 

“Stay put. ’Til I can— Hang on.” Runt swallowed his terror and tried to stay logical, calm, competent. They only had each other.

Ox looked gray, but obeyed as his partner scrabbled in the cabinets. His breathing was very shallow, just sipping air into his lungs.

Runt stopped and choked the anxiety down, wiping Ox’s blood on his own chest, right over his hammering heart. His eyes focused and the medkit sat right where it always did.

“You can breathe okay?” 

Ox gave a small nod and shivered. 

Runt kept epi-darts for anaphylactic shock, but Ox wasn’t wheezing. “If blood got in the bite—”

Ox raised his eyes, swimming up through the pain.

No rash and no cramping . . . so no eel blood had gotten in the wound. Or the water had washed it away.

“Ox, I’m gonna need you to let go so I can see your little scratch.”

Ox nodded, but his hand stayed against the bite.

Runt put his small hand on the larger one. He didn’t tug or push, just rested his palm against it and made a soothing sound to calm Ox down.

C’mon.

Millimeter by millimeter, the massive hand lifted under Runt’s away from the bite. Ox’s panic made the pulse throb in his big throat. He was going into shock.

Runt saw why.

With the hand out of the way, serious damage was visible. Torn skin, sure, but a circle of shredded intercostal muscles, almost down to the bone. Worst of all, a long, serrated tooth had buried itself between two ribs. Dark blood oozed out of him like syrup.

The cuts were nothing, and the muscle would heal with a patch in a few days. But the tooth could kill him. Lodged there like a shunt, the barbs had stopped it from sliding in and puncturing a lung. Ox could easily bleed out if they didn’t remove it. Much worse than slow poisoning. 

HardCell would have to evacuate him. 

Now. 

Ox tried to sit up.

“No.” Runt kept his face steady. “Why don’t you stretch out a few ticks? Lemme see if we’ve got something to pull a tooth.” He pushed Ox back onto the foam and grabbed the basics from the medkit.

The room stank of musk and copper.

“First thing, we need to stop the bleeding, yeah?”

Ox nodded, his pupils blown black by his adrenal levels.

Runt slapped a dermal patch on Ox’s smeared hip. And then another one on his pec to be safe. They would lower his heart rate, which would slow the blood loss for a bit. 

Runt disinfected the wound twice, and sealed it with plasti-skin with a hole for the tooth. The bandage would buy him a few minutes to contact transport for evac. 

He’ll be fine.

They didn’t have a surgery. Terraforming was a high-risk, high-yield profession. If you lost a couple fingers, your profits and your citizenship took away some of the sting.

But that ragged tooth couldn’t stay in his rib. And the synthetic skin would only stabilize the wound until Ox could be evacuated. 

What if he left and didn’t come back? I’d— Well—

Runt took a shuddery breath and kept scratching Ox’s head, trying to soothe him. 

I can’t go with him.

If Runt left, HardCell would claim abandonment, repossess, and install new cofarmers. They’d both lose the land, the citizenship, everything.

Runt‘s mind skittered over the crappy options: call HardCell or risk worse? 

With Ox in shock and none of the facts, the decision had to be Runt’s, and it would be blind. Luck fucks me again. 

If Ox was hiding, a hospital visit could ruin everything. If he had betrayed HardCell, they might retire him there rather than risk the publicity. No way Ox wanted corporate scrutiny or his vitals splashed over data terminals. 

Runt went to the terminal but stopped, his bloody hands hovering over the keyboard. 

What am I forgetting?

Once he sent the request, the rules would change entirely. A medical team would make decisions based on cost and odds. They’d control Ox’s body completely, because according to his indenture contract they owned every millimeter of it.

HardCell means business!

But if Runt couldn’t get that tooth out, Ox’s death would be slow and painful. Sepsis would devour his giant from inside.

If I’d gone with him. 

If the wetsuits were armored. If the medkit had a scalpel. Fuck. 

What am I forgetting?

All he cared about was stretched out on the fucking mattress.

All I care about.

Ox panted in pain, hissing air between his teeth. He blinked over eyes dark and slick as volcanic glass.

What is it? Something about the bee-moths.

Runt flicked his eyes around the sleep-space trying to dislodge the thought. Something in the sheds? Focus.

“Try to breathe slowly.” Again Runt’s memory churned and itched. The digital queen chirped inside his head. C’mon. He ran a hand over his own face. 

Alone. 

Ox’s blood leaked around the tooth, puddling on the bed, their bed, the dark ooze creeping wider. A shudder ran across his muscles.

Think.

Runt’s mouth filled with aluminum spit and he swallowed the urge to vomit. Think. The answer hovered in his peripheral vision. The smell of chopped mango leaves. 

The retirement package! 

The kill-kit! Welded into the walls. The sonic blade. Runt’s mind raced.

Drugs. Knife. 

Ox flinched when Runt stood up suddenly. Red dripped fresh and hot to the floor.

“Stay!” 

Ox’s eyes widened, swimming in agony, and he took a sharp breath. He shook his head and held out a pleading hand, as if Runt was abandoning him. His mouth moved as if trying to make words.

“No, buddy, I mean—” Runt held up a finger and started to leave. He turned back to say, “Wait right here. And I’m coming back to fix you.”

Out the habitat door, past the palms, Runt sprinted up the low slope. Up on the terraces, he could see the soft bee-moths out in the fields working the night shift. He almost tore the door off the shed getting at the submachete and cracked something getting out of there, but he felt nothing. The blood roaring in his ears amounting to one word: 

Hive. And then: Knife.

In three strides, Runt faced the hollow hive wall and cocked the whirring blade. Not pausing to think, he sliced the panel in a wide, blistering cut that exposed the kill-kit. Before it could fall, he dropped the smoking submachete in the sand, scooped up the murder box and ran back down to the habitat.

Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me.

As soon as he barged across the threshold, the quiet sounded like thunder. “I’m back. I’m here! We’re okay, huh?” 

Ox nodded once, his face pale and slick. He closed his eyes a moment, as if he hadn’t blinked since Runt left, as if some part of him had expected Runt to just leave him to suffer. Leave him to die. Ox’s breathing had gotten more shallow, but still no signs of toxicity.

Runt’s heart squeezed into a tight, determined fist behind his breastbone.

Chance brought him here, and chance’ll keep him safe.

He set the weapon case on the bed and popped it open. It didn’t matter to him now if Ox saw it or not.

“Ox . . . Ox? Can you hear me?” Runt’s hands shook as he attempted to roll the oversized body into a fetal curl on the bed. “I’m going to knock you out for a second. And then I’m gonna get that thing out of you.”

Ox rolled. The bleeding under the bandage had continued, a dark pad of sluggish blood gathered there under the synthetic skin, seeping a little where the tooth pierced it.

Using one of the trank darts, Runt stung Ox before any silent questions got asked. The giant sighed, his eyes rolled back, and his pulse slowed instantly, not comatose but definitely sub-sentient. Tension washed out of his sinews. The bulldog creases of his face softened into trusting slumber.

Finally.

Runt took a real breath. For once, for this, he tried to be as methodical as Ox: listing the steps he would take. Extracting this tooth would be like fishing out a broken lock pick when he was a kid sleeping in alleys. 

Easy-squeezy.

Slow, smart, steady was the way to get in and out easiest. When it mattered. For a second, Runt remembered squatting with other punks teaching him the ropes so he could jack enough food to survive. The rattle of the wire, the snick of the bolt’s release. 

Make the hole a fraction wider, then fish it loose.

Runt cracked his knuckles and exhaled fully, forcing his heart rate to calm so his stubby fingers wouldn’t shake more than they were already. A droplet of sweat fell from his eyebrow and onto Ox’s feverish, stained skin.

Take what you need.

Runt took a breath and held it. His pulse pounded so hard his vision began to throb, blurring just barely with every pound of his heart as it pushed his sap where he needed it.

Using calipers to grip the hard tooth, he picked up the sonic knife and got his face as close to the wound as he could. He squeezed the bone handle, and a shivering scalpel flickered from the hilt: vibrations sharp enough to slice a hair.

Just a nick. Just this once.

As soon as it tapped the synthetic skin, the flat disk of blood under the bandage slid scarlet down his side and hip, soaking the bed. More blood than seemed safe. Runt exhaled and took another breath.

Please, please—

With shaking hands, Runt set the point at the tooth’s insertion point. The sonic-blade never seemed to cut, it just . . . entered without resistance as the molecules thrummed a passage into the skin. Like light passing through plexicrete, neither one broken.

All of Odd’s Gods, firm and foolish—

The humming tip scratched the tooth, balanced there. Runt relaxed his grip a fraction. 

Carefully, carefully, Runt picked the lock of Ox’s wound. He let the bone weight of the knife widen the cut ever so slightly, then lifted it away quickly. He dropped it on the floor with a clank. It fell silent without his hand to arm it.

—dice gently with our fortunes—

Blood started to well under the synthetic skin still stabilizing the wound. Ox barely breathed, but that was best. 

Runt realized he had cried, that he was crying. He could feel it tracking through the dust on his face. Only one tear, but enough to shame him. And he couldn’t spare a hand to wipe it.

—Because I’d sooner die than lose him.

Now that the barbs had clearance, Runt used the calipers and tugged the vicious tooth free, wincing every time it sawed Ox open a little more. That his cofarmer didn’t flinch only made him hate the evil spike more. He growled under his breath.

So much blood. Every scarlet drop burned his eyes like acid, but he didn’t cry another tear. Spine by spine the tooth slipped free of Ox’s muscle and bone.

All better.

Runt sterilized the reopened wound. He cleaned the gore and slapped another strip of synth-skin over it to stop the bleeding and numb the torn flesh. He’d done the right thing, so completely the right thing that he felt lightheaded.

Ox’s deathly stillness made Runt anxious enough that he pressed a hand to his heart to satisfy himself with its slow drumming.

I’m here. We’re here.

Runt rolled his heroic partner onto his back. Straightening his legs and checking the bite for leakage. Everything looked safe. Luck itself had cheated on their behalf.

A little longer.

Using disinfectant and a cloth, Runt spent a few minutes wiping the gore from Ox. Better, he reasoned, to wake clean than blood-soaked. He scrubbed the red from the floor and the furniture and his skin until the only stains were on Runt’s clothes.

He retrieved the sonic stiletto and put it in the case. In his panic, he’d jumbled the other paraphernalia, but he left them crooked.

This advanced weaponry belonged to a corporate assassin. Runt knew that in his gut. Undetectable organic alloys, quick-dose emergency meds . . . all in a low profile case that could fit under a worksuit. No venom-gun, but those needed a surgical holster which Ox did not have on his body.

Runt spat. He picked up the tooth and froze, not wanting to break the spell, not wanting to see Ox hurting again, not wanting to have the argument already congealing in the air around them.

Just a few more seconds.

He checked the wound again: stable.

Runt sat on the bed, knowing that the clock’s seconds flicking by on the ceiling above his head only brought Ox closer to waking up and knowing. His stomach boiled and flipped. 

Time for truth. He had everything to lose and no choice. The two of them had to discuss the deadly retirement package. A lot needed to be dragged into the light. 

A lot.

Runt shuddered, dreading the discussion. In some ways, what came next would be worse than the bite, the tooth, the knife. His angry heartbeat slammed in his ears.

The eel’s iridescent black tooth sat on the bed between them. Five centimeters long and jagged as a whipsaw.

I need to wake him and check his vitals.

The concealed arsenal was either a secret he had kept from Ox or a secret Ox had kept from him. 

Lose-lose, pretty much. 

Odds were, HardCell had intended Runt’s early termination. Very likely Ox had arrived as a fugitive and a felon. Runt knew tonight had probably claimed all his luck for the year. His life. At least.

More like lose-lose-lose-lose. 

Runt hoped the truth didn’t require him dying. 

Time’s wasting. Death’s waiting.

Both of them liars, Runt had snooped and Ox had come to retire him. In half a moment, they’d stand on opposite shores of a toxic sea.

Pulling an adrenal pen from the kill-kit’s lid, Runt sank the needle into Ox’s sturdy chest and pumped the ichor into him. He stood up to put the needle away. 

Wham! 

Ox’s eyes snapped open to the whites and his face twisted in shock. His muscled back bowed off the bed and his legs pushed against the foam. A horrible whistling gasp came out of his grimace as he sucked air into his ribs. 

“Shhh. I’ve got you. Huh?” Runt patted him, standing beside the bed. “All good. Look what I found.” Runt held up the nasty tooth. “Huh?”

Ox didn’t seem able to focus his eyes. He scooted back a little bit so he could sit up. 

Runt spun the tooth and cocked a grin that felt fake on his face. A mask over a mask.

The larger man blinked and shook his head. The synth-skin over his ribs had stabilized already, beginning to fuse with the muscle underneath. “Does your side hurt at all? I hit you with a ton of meds.”

Sore, but safe.

Runt put the tooth inside the termination case between the shunt and a grenade. It almost seemed to belong there with all the other deadly shit. “I didn’t know how to calculate your dosage—”

Ox’s eyes focused finally, but not on the tooth. He stared at Runt’s hand on the case of weapons. He swallowed. His face hardened.

“Accident.” Runt faced Ox almost eye to eye. “Just rotten luck is all. The hive, yeah? I mean the heat popped the panel and a caterpillar found the knives . . . You lied to me and you can’t even talk.”

Ox’s eyes stayed on the retirement package resting on the bed beside his thick thigh. 

“You’re trying to think of another lie to not tell me.”

Ox watched the kill-kit as if the weapons were a jar of wasps thumping against glass.

My murderer. “They are yours. They must be.”

Ox shook his head.

“You brought these here. With you. To retire me.”

Ox looked up at him with eyes that seemed clear, cold, and a hundred years old. He looked like he was going to vomit.

“I need for you to look me in the eye and tell me the fucking truth: you’re an assassin.”

No response. Ox attempted to elbow himself up to a sitting position. 

“And I can’t— I’m not gonna—”

Ox leaned forward, brow creased. 

“—kill you. So I guess you need to—” Runt took a raspy breath. “—Kill me, Ox. You’re killing me.”

The larger man ran his hands over the weapons, with nausea or respect.

“I’m not a shitwit; if you disobey your orders, they’ll send another one to retire us both.” Runt leaned over the bed and pushed his face close to Ox’s. “I don’t mind, huh? Time to know and have done. I don’t mean—” 

A broad finger prodded his chest.

“—Much.” Runt stepped back to stand apart from the bed. Awful. Ox’s blood smeared all over the pearly room. “Will you fucking answer me?”

As Runt watched, Ox lifted and replaced each weapon in its molded cradle. He knew what they were, obviously.

“I s’pose you’re the best friend I’ll ever have. I s’pose—” His voice shook a little ’til he swallowed. Runt tipped his head to the side, baring his throat. “If you terminate me, you’ll do it right. Clean.”

Ox’s nostrils flared. 

“I just don’t think I can look at you when—” 

Runt lifted his gaze to Ox’s angry face, which wasn’t angry at all. His eyes looked dead, their light buried.

“I’m already a dead man.” 

Runt shoved Ox and Ox let him. “What are they? Who sent them? Truth. The truth now.”

Ox pursed his lips then, a child’s frown, but he didn’t shake his head. He closed the not-his kit. He locked it. His eyes stayed on it, like he expected it to lunge at him.

“But you brought them. You hid them when you welded the hive. Tell me.”

Ox patted the weapon set, then handed it to Runt. Wincing, he held a hand to his wound.

Runt swatted the case away. “Stop conning me!”

Ox scooped up the case and pressed it against Runt with a nod. 

Runt reared back and raised a defensive fist. “No more shit.”

Ox’s eyes were wide and empty. He pressed his big paw to his bandaged wound and then pressed it against Runt. His calloused fingers spread over his bandage, and then thumped Runt’s sternum gently. He looked terrified. He swung his feet, tried to stand, and hissed. He sat back down, swallowed, and then stood up gingerly. He walked into the live-space, unsteady on his legs.

Runt followed him. “Oi! Then whose are they? Answer me.”

Ox stood in front of the dark holo-vid projector, looking down at the bencho where he’d slept the first few nights. He couldn’t seem to stand still on the gory floor. But for the synthetic skin, he showed no sign of the ragged bite or losing so much blood. His perfect, oversized muscle gleamed like armor in the waxy light. 

“Ox!”

No response. 

Runt went at him, getting angrier. He shoved Ox. Shoved him again. 

Ox staggered and slipped on the damp live-space floor. Face broken, eyes wet, he fell to a knee hard and his weight shook the habitat. “Human Resources sent you? Was I expendable? Ox.” Runt kept his voice level and approached his cofarmer as if they were having a reasonable conversation, about crop rotation or eel-traps. “The truth now: did HardCell send you to retire me and you changed your mind? What did they do to you? Why come here? Why am I not dead?”

Ox gripped the bench’s back hard enough to rip it out of the floor. His knuckles went pale with tension as he managed to pull himself to his feet.

Angry? Afraid?

Ox wiped his mouth and looked over the live-space without seeing it. He took an open bottle of water from the table and took a sip. Took another. As if deaf and sleepwalking, he walked out the door.

Runt pursued him out of the habitat into the moonlight.

His giant trudged toward the black water. The moons sat low still and the sky was pocked with stars. 

“Oks’ayn.”

Ox stopped. The waves washed and shushed down on the cove. A few bold bee-moths were checking the trees that shaded the habitat. 

“Why help me? Why lie? Did you kill someone back there wherever? Are you hiding? Fucking tell me. Who is it? Who are you?”

Still facing the waves, Ox shook his head, shook his head again.

“Am I not your friend?”

Ox jerked his head sharply. His eyes were hidden in the shadow of his brow. He searched the sand for a moment as if an answer were buried there. Then he pressed both hands against his legs, his face, his chest, and then pressed them at Runt. 

As if Ox trusted Runt with every part of himself. Because they were friends, the best of friends.

“But you came to retire me.” Runt stuck his jaw out. “Why hide an assassin pack in the wall?”

Ox closed his mouth and ran his eyes over Runt. 

“Fine! Fuck it. I don’t care . . . Y’hear? I don’t give a speck about that. But—”

For the first time since he’d arrived in the cargo container, Runt could see Ox struggling with his silence.

Runt walked to him, and they stood close to the fire pit they’d used only a few days before to grill the eel.

He almost died.

“I don’t care about the weapons. I don’t care about HardCell.” 

Ox took a step closer, and then another step, his eyes moving side to side as they scanned Runt’s face.

“I don’t care about any of that shit. See? I want to ask something, but I don’t know if I should.”

The big man nodded. Ox stood close now, his arms over his wide chest, the hairs on his forearms scrubbing against his fuzzy pecs. The synthetic skin on his ribs had blended completely. No sign of injury. No evacuation team. No proof of the past two hours but the blood on Runt’s clothes and the weapons on their bed.

Tell me another lie.

For an instant, Runt could almost imagine he’d dreamed the whole horrible night. He had forced fate into action. Or all his luck had come home to nest. He was so caught in that fantasy that only Ox’s touch brought him out of it.

Ox was petting his shoulder the way Runt usually stroked Ox’s during holo-vids. His anxiety shrank to a size that actually fit inside his skin, and his skin stopped feeling like shredded webbing holding three kilos of pissed-off spiders.

Ask.

“Why—” Before Runt wasted any words between them, he tried to decide exactly what it was he wanted to know. Runt rummaged around in the events of the past hour and tried to get at the real question.

“Are you in danger?”

Ox laughed with grim humor and pointed at Runt as if to say, “From you.” No smile, though.

“Ox. I need to know this. I only want to know this one thing. You watch the sky sometimes, like you’re waiting. Like you’re not supposed to be here and someone will come.”

Ox wrinkled his mouth and stuck his chin out, his brow clouded.

“Were you in danger when you came here?” Runt wouldn’t look away, afraid he’d miss the answer, however it came. “And that’s why you hid your weapons?”

Why pretend they aren’t his?

Like the spaceport thief he’d been, Runt kept his eyes glued to Ox for the flicker of a tell. “I don’t need to know everything, but I need to know why you’re afraid. So I can help. Let me be your partner.”

Ox swallowed and looked at the alien stars, as if reading letters written overhead. He had a secret then. He looked down at his hand holding the bottle of water.

“I know how exceptional you are. Brain. Muscle. Reflexes. And I know that I’m not.” Runt pressed. “If that isn’t your retirement package, it could be easily and you know it. I know this can’t have been your first choice. This . . . place. This— me.”

Ox did smile then. He smoothed the sand into a flat plate with his palm, calmly, slowly, as if he were petting the planetoid. 

For one minute, Runt expected the ground to purr the way Ox did, but it slept on underneath them. “Is someone chasing you then?”

The pulse under Ox’s square jaw throbbed.

Runt watched and counted the heartbeats, waiting: One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven—

Finally Ox beckoned him closer with his big paw, and Runt knelt beside him. Ox lifted the bottle of water and filled his entire mouth, but rather than swallow it, he spat it onto the sand.

Runt yelped in surprise and pulled back, then realized it wasn’t a joke.

Ox poked Runt’s arm hard enough to bruise, then leaned forward and wrote a single word in abjad, carving the demi-Arabic in the wet grit as if carving plasticrete for a monument.

BROTHER.

Runt looked up startled. “You have a brother.”

Ox nodded once, his face grim. Then shook his head, once.

“He died?”

Ox pounded his own heart with a fist. Poom. The resonant boom startled Runt.

“You died? You’re not dead. I’d notice.” Runt tried to read something in his friend’s shadowy eyes. “Is he as overgrown as you?”

No answer. Ox wiped his wet mouth. 

Runt looked at the sand-writing again, trying to put the pieces together. No one had died, but they weren’t brothers. Anymore, at least.

“He hurt you.”

A vein pulsed on Ox’s forehead and his face flushed. Even the mention of his brother made him look monstrous or panicked or both.

“So you came here.”

With your brother’s weapons.

“Your brother was a corporate assassin.”

Ox rubbed the hated word from the wet ground, erasing it.

“Oks’ayn.” The sweet word filled Runt’s mouth. He wanted to say it again and stopped himself. Suddenly, he wanted to say it a thousand times. A million.

Ox’s face and neck flushed very red. 

“Hey. Hey! Doesn’t matter, yeah?” Runt reached out and wiped the sand as well, even though the word was long gone, as if he could erase history. “He’s on the other side of nowhere and look what you built. We’ve built.”

The bigger man seemed to be holding his breath. He twisted his fingers together. 

“That doesn’t matter. Hey. This does.”

Ox shook his head, once, but his ruined eyes stayed down. 

Thlip. A drop fell from Ox’s chin into the wet sand.

“You still have a brother.” Runt tapped himself. “Y’know?”

Ox looked up, not bothering to wipe his eyes.

Runt grinned hopefully and stood next to the seated giant; even so, his face was only higher by a few centimeters.

Ox flashed an almost-grin, then nodded once.

“Good.” Without thinking, Runt leaned forward and kissed his cheek.

Ox’s breath hitched and his body slowed suddenly . . . his head turning, his hand lowering, the motion taking three times as long as it should. His brows crinkled into an unasked question.

Runt sat back slowly, shocked at what he had done. His face felt hot. His lips buzzed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

Still moving with painstaking care, Ox squinted and cocked his head, then leaned forward to press a kiss to Runt’s throat . . . his hard lips dry on Runt’s pulse, the damp sandpaper cheek pressed to Runt’s collarbone. He didn’t pull back, but kept his giant head there, breathing deeply and testing the stubble with his lips.

As never before, Runt felt hyperaware of the half-meter difference in their sizes. Standing beside Ox, their faces still so near. He didn’t feel like a child, but he felt safe here, close as this.

They stayed like that, breathing a moment, not embracing only because their arms hung at their sides. The warmth knocked between them.

Runt could feel the big heart next to him beating-beating-beating-beating, and then Ox tipped the handsome Cro-Magnon face up and brought their lips together.

And Runt let him. 

Pleasure licked down his spine and extremities. His breath caught and his chest rumbled with tapped pleasure.

Ox sat back again, watching Runt’s eyes.

“We have—” Runt raised his stubby fingers to Ox’s rugged features without touching the high curve of his cheekbone, the heavy brow, the rough jaw. Their atoms swirled and blurred, entangling them. “We’ve—”

Grown together.

Without stopping to think, Runt crushed their lips together, pushing with his tongue inside Ox’s sweet mouth. He braced his hands on those impossible shoulders.

Ox grunted in pleasure and lifted a powerful hand to cradle the back of his skull carefully.

Runt pulled back, but only enough to say, “You’re still injured.”

Ox’s brow furrowed into a question.

“Why don’t we go to bed?”

Ox took Runt’s hand to stand, and didn’t let go of it until he tugged his partner back home and onto their mattress as if the waiting hurt.
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There’s too much of him. I’m not big enough to make him feel good.

Ox’s cock was ruddy purple-brown and painfully engorged, the foreskin retracted. Runt could barely get both hands around the shaft. He licked the wide side; there was no way to get the knob into his mouth.

Size of a fucking apple.

Runt blinked, his mind flicking through the known options. This is why homosex had always seemed pointless and perilous: a bit of fun, but where did anything go really? Being small gave everyone the wrong idea.

Runt groaned in lust and frustration. He silently cursed at his shortcomings, then looked up at Ox, bracing for the disappointment there.

Nope.

Ox’s eyes shone gently, his face a shimmer of happy surprise. He nodded, once.

Ox. Sweet Ox.

He traced the immense erection jutting from Ox’s lap, his hands gentle and tentative. 

Ox’s broad torso rose and fell slowly as he kept his breath steady. Every brush against his cock made him twitch and shiver. He reached for Runt, but Runt pushed him back, pressed his hands down.

Later. Let me learn you.

Runt ran his hand up the shaft’s hot skin, mapping the veins. It was almost the size of his forearm. He gulped and tried not to panic. After all, creative solutions were what he did best.

His giant partner blinked several times, and his larynx bobbed as he swallowed his surprise.

Runt wrapped both hands around the straining flesh and milked the full length once, firmly. Un-fucking-real. He could feel the heartbeat pumping through the meaty shaft, and the firm tube running along its underside was wider than any of Runt’s fingers. 

Ox’s superhuman body shuddered appreciatively and his mouth widened as if screaming silently. His cock flexed and juice welled at the tip.

Maybe he’d never been handled gently or pleasured at all. Maybe everyone had been too scared to learn how gentle he was. 

Everyone but me.

Runt looked again at the enormous pole rising between them and tried to imagine anyone able to handle it. He’d just take his time.

Ox cocked his craggy head, waiting for Runt to make a decision. He smiled.

Runt smiled back and leaned forward. He licked up the underside and sucked at the crease just under the head, where the foreskin gathered into hot delicate folds. He held one of Ox’s fat nuts in his palm and stroked it softly, tickling the short hairs.

Ox grunted appreciatively and spread his thighs wider so Runt could get to him. The hair on them scrubbed along Runt’s legs as he crawled closer.

Using both hands and lube from his dispenser, Runt milked the titanic shaft. He sucked and chewed carefully at the underside of the head. His finger traced the wet hole at the crown. 

He thought about the slow, thoughtful caress Ox had used, polishing his pleasure like crystal. Tenderly, tenderly.

Ox watched Runt worship his body. His mouth was open, and his cock was a smoldering spike under Runt’s mindful exploration. The slower, the more faint the pressure, the shorter Ox’s breath, the more rigid his need, the more electrifying his pleasure. His hands twisted and shook in the sheets, but he kept them where Runt had put them as if restrained.

With nothing more than the tip of his tongue, Runt traced a vein from the base up the entire hard length to the roll of retracted skin behind the salty head. He paused there, just letting his breath graze the glossy surface for a few moments before rocking back onto his haunches. 

Sure enough, one pearl of precum swelled there and Runt touched it gently with his finger, then brought his finger to his own mouth to taste.

Above him, Ox groaned.

You said it.

When Runt glanced up, he realized Ox was crying quietly, chewing at his lip. His heavy brow was wide with wonder as he watched every point of contact between their bodies like he’d never been touched in kindness. He held his body still, shaking with the effort.

As soon as Runt put the finger in his mouth to taste the honey, another bead swelled at Ox’s tip. Juicy bastard. Runt rubbed it across the head, making his giant squirm. Beads of precum come pearled and smeared until the knob gleamed sweet with it. Runt went to the source, holding the head of the massive cock open so he could lap the salty juice. His tongue slipped a little into the urethra.

He’s so big.

Without thinking, Runt pressed the tip of his pinky into the hole at the crown, and Ox froze as the first centimeter slipped inside.

The unreal hardness strained between their mutually shocked faces, Runt’s finger buried within. Ox’s hips rolled lightly, wanting more. His heavy balls shifted involuntarily. 

So, not just softness then.

Runt froze, looking up for permission. He pumped another palmful of lube from the wall dispenser. 

Ox nodded, once. He blinked, clearly undone by the sensation.

But Runt’s little finger knew what it wanted and intruded further.

Ox’s mouth was a shocked O of pleasure.

Runt wriggled the tip of his pinky, pushing a little deeper to the joint. He wants more. He wants me deeper inside him. 

Ox tipped his pelvis forward and made a sound under his breath, almost a word. He nodded permission again. Then nodded with impatience.

Runt pushed his digit deeper, hypnotized by the slick heat inside Ox’s hardness. Odd’s Gods! What a sensation!

Ox’s breath had become a kind of low keening, and his Neanderthal brow wrinkled in blissful bewilderment. The precum lubricated the inside of his shaft as Runt fucked it patiently, gently, stroking a steady flow of slippery pleasure out of him. 

He’s so huge, I’m finger fucking his cock.

Ox whimpered and opened his lips, breathing through his wide mouth, then sticking out his tongue like a hungry animal. He grunted at Runt, jerking his head in a direct summons.

He wants a kiss. He wants to taste me. He wants to taste himself.

Runt clambered around the burly torso to bring their faces close, keeping his little finger buried in Ox’s unyielding stalk. 

As soon as they were near enough, he leaned in and kissed Ox softly. Ox chuffed with pleasure, devouring his mouth in kind. Ox chewed gently at his mustache and then licked the side of his entire face, jaw and cheek and forehead, tasting his salt with primitive pleasure . . . a slow slick swipe of his huge tongue from throat to forehead. Ox closed his whole mouth over Runt’s ear and sucked at it like an animal. 

Without pausing to think about it, Runt nodded and exposed the other side of his throat for the wet pressure of the big, insistent tongue. He panted, his own stout rod jerking between them until Ox wrapped it in his rough paw, where it fit perfectly, persuading Runt’s cock to fuck his hand as Runt’s hand fucked his cock.

Together.

Encouraged, Runt pushed his pinky deeper into Ox’s brawny club, now strapped with veins. The small digit slid easily inside the urethra, only sliding out so he could bury it again to the knuckle. Precum seeped around the intruder and ran freely as Runt milked more honey from Ox’s oversized nuts. 

Ox was gasping with the strained, improbable pleasure of it. His meat shook and shivered, hot as a torch.

“Yeah, Ox? Feel good, huh? Is that what you needed?” 

Ox nodded, his eyes locked on his own straining boner and Runt’s finger drilling into his glossy cockhead. He hunched his hips again, pushing his fuzzy crack against Runt, his sphincter hot on Runt’s bunched thigh.

Runt nudged Ox’s anal knot with his knee and wondered for a moment if his hand could go in there. 

I want to fuck him! I can’t wait to learn how to love him enough.

He imagined pushing inside and petting Ox’s swollen prostate while his beautiful giant jerked and spasmed around him for an hour or so. At the thought of that, his own orgasm hovered nearby, slithering and knotting around him.

Wait.

Runt slid his pinky free and sucked the juice off it. He bent to kiss the ruddy helmet and its hot opening once more for good measure. He craned forward again to suck on Ox’s long tongue, then sat back on his heels to enjoy the sprawl of Ox in his bed. Their bed.

What a fucking view.

Ox thrust upward with his hips, suddenly spoiled and greedy. He grinned and grunted.

 Runt shook his head in amazement. Bracing his hands against the broad, meaty pecs, he leaned forward and tugged at Ox’s stiff nipples softly with his teeth over and over. He traced and nursed at one nubbin until Ox couldn’t stay still and his towering erection wobbled in the air before them. Runt’s trim mustache teasing the stiffness, he smiled and tipped his head up. 

His desire is bigger than he is.

With his other hand, Runt stroked Ox’s face, his chest, his belly, petting the hairy skin firmly. Runt sat back, pressing his ass-cleft against Ox’s kneecap, grinding and riding it, knowing that Ox could feel his fundament clenched there against the damp skin. “Oi, big guy. You’re so strong. I’d love to open you up and make you beg. Would you teach me?” 

Ox nodded his head once and grunted low, almost a growl. He bent his knees, spreading the deep crack to Runt’s view. Gripping his round cheeks, he spread his butt, exposing the ring of muscle as if giving it to Runt.

Runt swallowed, unsure of the next step.

Ox hunched his hips into the air and reached forward to grip the hooded head of Runt’s erection, to tug it closer. He held Runt’s ass with one hand, then lifted him and opened his mouth to take Runt’s cock and balls inside himself, swallowing and sucking around them. The suction was relentlessly gentle, short-circuiting Runt’s control.

Odd’s Gods. How is something that good even possible?

By degrees, Runt felt himself falling toward the point of no return, his fists white-knuckled with the strain of not blowing.

Ox used his huge tongue to push the foreskin slowly-slowly back behind the ridge of the head. One hard lick scoured the tip.

Runt yelped. “Wait, wait! Please or I won’t last. Later. Huh?” He tried to pull out of the slick, smoldering mouth devouring him.

Not stopping for a moment, Ox reached under Runt’s hips to pet his hole with those long rough fingers, his hand so large it almost held both flexing buttocks in its palm. 

“Let me last. Let me play awhile with all of you too. Whoa!” Runt braced his hands on the wall and squirmed as Ox suckled at him. Something brushed his thigh. Somewhere below him, Ox’s stiffness loomed, jutting from his soft bronze pubic hair. 

Looking down, he saw Ox’s ruddy, beefy knob bobbing in the air, seeking heat and wetness. Runt’s asshole clenched involuntarily, though some dark place in him wondered if it was feasible, if he could fit this quivering monster inside of himself.

Maybe it is possible.

Pulling his nuts and shaft from Ox’s slippery mouth, Runt rocked back and angled his pelvis slightly. Facing his giant, he managed to trap Ox’s cock-tip with his pelvis, right against his tight hole. His feet on other side of Ox’s flexing hips, he leaned toward the big face for a kiss.

Ox froze. He shook his head once, his eyes serious. His wet iron strained, knocking at that little aperture, wedged against Runt’s pelvis. 

Maybe not.

Runt could feel the slick crown lodged at his hole like a bat, like a hitch. He rocked his hips and pushed back a little against the terrifying girth, massaging its glossy skin with his asshole and the dark fuzz of his crack. It couldn’t fit, but the direct stimulation on Ox’s glans had to feel good, right? Runt licked his lips, and ground down again, his eyes glittering in determination. “That feel okay? That feel good?”

Ox whimpered and the head swelled against Runt’s anus, leaking more. His pleading stare scorched the air between them.

Runt licked his own mustache and reached out to scratch Ox’s scalp, the way he liked.

Ox arched his neck to get at the shivery pleasure, and down below, his hips flexed again, literally lifting Runt into the air on the slick end of his shaft ’til Runt’s soles came off the bed.

Laughing aloud, Runt leaned forward to brace his hands against Ox’s broad shoulders, balancing still on the broad shaft. He could feel his pelvis protesting at the width. 

Don’t get crazy.

With Ox probing his backside and that tremendous pole planted against him, veiny and menacing and slick with grease, Runt shook his head.

Maybe never.

“Easy. Ow. Hang on.” Runt blanched and put his feet down solidly on the mattress, then knelt astride Ox’s abdomen.

Ox froze and dropped his hips with a look of apology and stretched full length on the bed. His ribs rose and fell, breathing hard. A trickle of sweat ran down his buzzed temple and he looked mad at himself. 

He’s embarrassed.

“No. I’d say if— It’s okay, you’re fine. It feels good. You feel perfect. We’re perfect, yeah?” Runt bent close and rubbed Ox’s chest roughly. “Oi! You don’t have to worry about me, ya big fucker. I’ll let you know.”

Ox seemed alarmed and unconvinced. He searched Runt’s eyes up close, stroking Runt’s hole softly . . . wanting the truth.

“You feel wonderful.” Runt shook his head at Ox, reassuring him. “But unless I get surgical modification, no way is that branch—” he nudged Ox’s member “—going inside me. You’d be ramming my throat from the other end, I think.”

Ox blushed and shook his head once, pausing to kiss Runt again with those soft, stubbled lips; he turned his attention again to Runt’s backside, petting the tiny iris of muscle.

Runt groaned and tipped his pelvis, trying to get something inside of him.

Ox grunted and swung around, pulling close to the crack, leaning in and licking it with long hungry swipes of his enormous tongue. 

Straddling the rugged face, Runt concentrated on breathing and not passing out from the sensation as Ox got his trench sloppy wet and massaged away any imaginary hurt with his tongue and fingers.

Ox pushed his face into Runt’s ass to taste, holding the hole open so he could get inside, lubing his hand and exploring softly. When he felt satisfied that Runt was slick enough, he held his breath and pressed at the knot with his thumb, broad and long as Runt’s erection.

Aah!

Runt fell forward at the sensation. Ox’s staff bobbed in front of him.

 “Yeeaaahhh. See? That right there? That’s plenty. Wow.” Runt screwed his hips onto the blunt probe, its tip working insanity on his gland. “Your thumb feels fucking fantastic. What about you, huh? You want more, fella? You want something else inside your cock?”

Ox looked down and nodded once. Between Runt’s legs, Ox’s lips were wet and loose and his eyes bright with hormones. His knob nudged Runt’s chin and a strand of honey stretched between them.

He’s so . . . fucking . . . big.

“Is your monster hungry?” Runt reached under his own ball sac to put his index finger in Ox’s mouth. “I’m gonna push that inside your pisshole and pull a load out of you. You think I can? Think I can stretch you enough?”

Ox grunted again and sucked at Runt’s stubby finger, then used his strong tongue to lick three more into his hot mouth and sucked until they were sliding hard into his wet throat. He didn’t choke and his tongue lapped at Runt’s palm. Ox swallowed around them so hard that only the thumb was keeping Runt’s hand from going further. 

Runt had the strange sensation of their skin dissolving and their bodies bending and blending as if the pleasure had spliced their nerves into a single circuit.

Ox watched him watching them together, his bulldog features ugly-adorable in the half-light of the sleep-space.

So handsome.

Runt slid his fingers out, swiped another palmful of the lube, and clambered to Ox’s side so he could tickle Ox’s broad knob with his index finger. Slowly, gently, he rolled the sloppy foreskin back and pushed his first joint in a little.

Digging for sweet treasure.

Ox hissed and swallowed, watching the insertion. His mouth was open and his entire body shook with effort. He went back to fucking Runt’s ass with his thick thumb: one knuckle, then straight to the broad base.

Millimeter by millimeter, Runt screwed the full unlikely length of his index finger inside his lover’s hot shaft. He checked Ox’s face and got a hungry grunt in reply.

I’m fucking his cock. I’m fucking his huge beautiful cock.

The feeling of impossible power, of complete union, crashed over him then, pulling him under. They milked the precum out of each other, Runt sinking more and more of his finger into the giant’s lusty shaft. 

He did something to my heart—

A third time Runt carefully slid his digit back out and then reseated it while Ox plundered his ass with exquisite, patient pressure. Their bodies strained together in unexpected harmony. 

—so he can live there.

Without warning, Runt’s hardness sprayed seed over the whorls of honey hair that covered Ox’s chest and belly. Thitt-splat. He bellowed and hissed as his ass clamped down on that amazing thumb planted in his fundament. The rough pad nailed his gland while he squealed and shook. Ox’s long fingers wrapped and cupped one cheek, holding him up and probably leaving a bruise that would make Runt happy later.

Stunned, Runt watched his load run down Ox’s torso; a few drops slid, slow and sweet, down his hand and onto Ox’s quivering shaft where his finger was still half-buried.

Gasping with hunger, Ox held Runt’s hand steady and drove his bull cock up onto the invading finger. His eyes widened as his brows twisted in panic. He snapped his hips, once, etching his abs in stark relief to force his rod right up to Runt’s knuckles, skewering himself.

Runt yanked his finger out just in time for hot coils of Ox’s semen to arc and fall, arc and fall. Ox arched like a bridge and pushed back into the bedding to pump a molten wad over both of them and their bed and probably the habitat ceiling.

Gooey mutant fireworks.

Runt laughed and Ox laughed and pulled the smaller man down, sliding the rich semen between them.

Grown wild. Look at us.

For a few moments, they lay together panting and catching their breath. Then Runt heard something, felt something under his ear. He pressed closer, cheek against Ox’s crisp chest hair in the chiseled valley between his pectorals.

“Runnan.” Ox’s voice was a subsonic rumble, felt more than heard. He spoke slowly, with excruciating effort. So low it was less a sound than a strange vibration like the ocean underground. “Runnan.”

Runt stayed very still, his eyes wide and shining, listening with every millimeter of his body. It was the most beautiful thing he’d never heard.

“Runnan.” The big man held him and stroked his back while Runt strained to hear and feel the hard-won word, holding him too close to miss a moment. 

Ox pressed lips to the top of his head and then his briny mouth.

Our seed.

Runt kissed his chest, and above him, Ox nodded once. That was answer enough. If they hadn’t already, they’d find a way to love each other.

The world grows with us.

Out on the edge of the universe, they had time and space enough for everything they wanted.
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